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Storytelling is a cultural practice and tool supporting Black collective persistence and 
resilience against racial oppression. As incidences of racial tension have increased at 
historically White colleges and universities (HWCUs) over the past 10 years, little is known 
about the ways storytelling may be engaged as a coping mechanism in this specific context 
between Black students and personnel. This qualitative research leverages critical race theory 
to explore two central guiding questions: (a) How do Black students and personnel 
experience intragroup (counter-) storytelling during moments of elevated racialized tension at 
an HWCU? and (b) In what ways does this experience influence how Black students and 
personnel cope with the elevated racial tension, if at all? Fourteen individuals, including 
Black faculty members, undergraduates, graduate students, and administrators, participated 
in two distinct focus groups from an HWCU in the southeastern United States experiencing 
elevated racial tension. Critical race methodology informed a thematic analysis of the focus 
group data and follow-up interviews, which provided insight on the experience of storytelling 
and its potential influence on Black people at HWCUs as a strategy for collective persistence 
and resistance during moments of elevated racial divisiveness. The dissertation concludes 
with implications for future directions in practice and research. 
iv 
“We forget nothing, you and I,” Harriet said. “To forget is to truly slave. To forget is 
to die.” 
—Coates (2019, p. 271) 
 
I want to thank the participants of this study for their recounting of 
feelings regarding the loss of George Floyd, Eric Garner, Jacob Blake, and 
Breonna Taylor and the events and individuals surrounding the monument 
take down while within the bounds of a predominantly White institution. 
In lifting these names—recalling their emotions and sharing with each 









This work is dedicated to my father, my mother, my sister, my brother-in-law, my 
niece, Joanna, and my beautiful, smart, and loving daughter, Moriah. Thank you for investing 
in my work, supporting me through significant challenges, and encouraging me onward. You 
held my hand. You lifted me up. Your love and unwavering commitment to my success 
sustain and empower me. This is our work, together. We did this. I love you so much. 
This work was made possible through the loving support of many friends, colleagues, 
and extended family. I am grateful to each and every person who encouraged me along the 
way. Two individuals were in the trenches of this journey at critical junctures moving me 
forward.  Cynthia – thank you for your initial push in this direction and your advocacy and 
support to actually do the work. This path was always for me, but you pulled me in and led 
the way. Our deep friendship and sisterhood are a light in my life. Facts – thank you for your 
incredible support, care, and active presence on this journey. Your commitment to helping 
me see this project and this chapter of my life completed has given me joy and peace even as 
I labored. I look forward to celebrating this accomplishment with you by my side. 
To my committee, thank you for your generous guidance, wisdom, and care. Each of 
you have given me the gift of your time when you had little to spare. Each of you have 
affirmed and encouraged me in meaningful, personal ways and contributed to my 
epistemology as a scholar and practitioner. Each of you have seen me cry! You are truly the 
greatest committee on earth, ever. To Dr. Hughes, thank you for mentoring me, for caring 
 
vi 
about me, and for seeing this through with me. You are everything you wrote about in 
your piece about Dr. Noblit’s approach, and more.  
Finally, thank you again to the participants of my study and my co-facilitator, 
Cortland Gilliam. Thank you for your remembrances, for your authenticity, and for carrying 







LIST OF TABLES .............................................................................................................. xi 
LIST OF FIGURES ............................................................................................................ xii 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH PROBLEM ...................................1 
A Story: Initiating the Jump .......................................................................................1 
Context ......................................................................................................................2 
Problem .....................................................................................................................7 
Research Questions, Purpose, and Significance ..........................................................8 
Conceptual Framework ............................................................................................ 10 
Researcher Positionality, Assumptions, Perspectives, and Approach ........................ 13 
Theoretical Framework ............................................................................................ 17 
Critical Race Theory .................................................................................... 17 
Underlying Research Assumptions........................................................................... 19 
Additional Definitions and Terminology .................................................................. 20 
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW .............................................................................. 30 
Purpose and Process................................................................................................. 30 
Rationale for Topics Reviewed ................................................................................ 31 
Review of Topics ..................................................................................................... 33 
Black Experiences at HWCUs ...................................................................... 33 
Black Faculty ............................................................................................... 39 
Black Administrators .................................................................................... 45 
A Note About Classism Among Racially Minoritized Personnel .................. 48 
 
viii 
Undergraduate Students and Graduate Students ............................................ 50 
Student Activism .......................................................................................... 54 
Considering Tensions and Standpoint Between Black Students and Personnel ......... 57 
Storytelling and Coping for Black People ................................................................ 66 
Coping for Black Students and Personnel at HWCUs……………………………….70   
Storytelling and Bridging Standpoints ...................................................................... 71 
Storytelling Within Critical Race Theory ................................................................. 74 
Storytelling and Psychosocial Human Development ................................................ 76 
A Story to Bridge Concepts ..................................................................................... 77 
Summary ................................................................................................................. 78 
CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY ....................................................................................... 80 
Storytelling Methods................................................................................................ 81 
Critical Race Methodology ...................................................................................... 82 
Foundational Qualitative Methods ........................................................................... 84 
Site Selection, Participant Recruitment, and Data Collection ........................ 84 
Participant Case Recruitment and Selection .................................................. 86 
Data Collection ............................................................................................ 89 
A Note About Timing and Virtual Data Collection ....................................... 90 
Focus Groups ............................................................................................... 91 
Follow-Up Interviews................................................................................... 96 
Moving Power to Participants .................................................................................. 97 
Documentation and Transcribing ............................................................................. 98 
Data Analysis .......................................................................................................... 99 
Familiarization ........................................................................................... 100 
 
ix 
Initial Coding ............................................................................................. 101 
Searching for Themes ................................................................................. 104 
Review Themes .......................................................................................... 106 
Define and Name Themes .......................................................................... 107 
Producing the Report .................................................................................. 108 
Ethics  ................................................................................................................... 111 
Trustworthiness ..................................................................................................... 114 
Credibility .................................................................................................. 115 
Dependability and Confirmability .............................................................. 116 
Transferability ............................................................................................ 116 
Limitations ............................................................................................................ 117 
CHAPTER 4: PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS .............................................................. 119 
Individual Accounts ............................................................................................... 122 
What Were the Stories About? ............................................................................... 122 
“George Floyd,” “the Monument,” “Maya U,” and “Silence” ..................... 122 
“Statements” and “Ineffective Solutions” ................................................... 123 
“Emotions” ................................................................................................ 125 
“Voice”: “Speaking Up” ............................................................................. 127 
“Balance” and “Choices”: “How Far Do You Go?” .................................... 128 
What Happened After the Story Was Told?............................................................ 129 
“Action” and “More Conversation” ............................................................ 129 
“Validation” and “Connection” .................................................................. 130 
Focus Group Discussions ....................................................................................... 132 
What Stood Out? ........................................................................................ 132 
 
x 
What Do You Want People to Know? ........................................................ 134 
Additional Insights................................................................................................. 137 
Demographics of the Story Recipients: The Listeners ................................. 138 
Assumptions of the Support Versus Experiences of Conflict ...................... 138 
The Only One or One of Few ..................................................................... 141 
Focus Group Dynamics .............................................................................. 142 
Summary of Findings ............................................................................................. 143 
CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION—SYNTHESIS AND INTERPRETATIONS ....................... 146 
Analysis of Findings Against CRT Claims of Storytelling ...................................... 148 
CRT Claim 1 .............................................................................................. 148 
CRT Claim 2 .............................................................................................. 150 
CRT Claim 3 .............................................................................................. 152 
CRT Claim 4 .............................................................................................. 152 
CRT Claim 5 .............................................................................................. 154 
CRT Claim 6 .............................................................................................. 157 
Critical Analysis Beyond CRT and Storytelling ..................................................... 158 
What Was Not Said .................................................................................... 158 
What I Expected to Find and Did Not ......................................................... 159 
What I Found but Did Not Expect to Find .................................................. 160 
Implications ........................................................................................................... 164 
Summary of Discussion ......................................................................................... 172 
CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS ......................................... 174 










 1.  Participant Characteristics and Focus Group Distribution ............................. 94 

















CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH PROBLEM
A Story: Initiating the Jump 
She gathered us all in the conference room on the day the monument fell. The 
purpose of the gathering was “to talk,” she said. The weeks before had been a stewpot of 
restless energy, fueled by protests, student marches, Confederate sympathizers, and outright 
White supremacists, and along with it, a tight, on-edge awareness of some tipping point on 
the horizon. I had been in my feelings. Students with brown skin like mine had been in my 
office in the weeks before, tired and bewildered at what was happening. For more than 100 
years, the statue had kept a silent yet deafening guard, seeking to remind folks like me to be 
grateful for the invitation but to stay in my place. I had felt smug about his gaze, a bird 
stepping confidently out of that caged place between undergrad and my current position, only 
to be reminded during this time just how precarious my place has always been—carried 
perhaps on the backs of the brave and brazen young people whom I now advised. 
She gathered us in the conference room to talk. I felt my face hot—one of only two 
people of color in the room and one of the highest-ranking members of the assembled team. 
As she opened the floor, silence flooded in. My White colleagues began to talk—vent and 
lament their frustrations. They admonished the administration for their lack of courage in 
putting this crisis and the consequences thereof on our students. I rode the wave of silence, 
until I realized the tears on my cheeks. I felt there was nothing to be said. Not here. Not now. 
After the talk, where neither of “us” said anything, the two of us Black women 
convened in an office, where we actually did talk. We talked about how much all this hurt, 
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what we wished our students would do differently, what we felt we could and could not say 
in that conference room, and what we would try to do and how we had to do it. We agreed 
that while the meeting provided necessary space for our team to express their feelings, such 
talk would not disrupt anything – least of all the frustration we were feeling. We also agreed 
that our positioning was purposeful and that, to the degree that we could, we would support 
the ones who brought us their stories and share our own where—and to whom—it mattered. 
Context 
Dynamics of racial tension and activism are playing out in new ways at historically 
White colleges and universities (HWCUs) in response to a decade of increased attention to 
issues of police brutality and racial discrimination (Jones & Reddick, 2017). The 2008 
election and ensuing racial backlash against the first Black president’s tenure, the fatal 
shooting of Trayvon Martin in 2012, and the ensuing acts of police violence against unarmed 
Black men and women reignited national dialogue about race and racism within American 
institutions. These events also catalyzed a new zeitgeist of sociopolitical ideologies related to 
social dynamics of power that drove political platforms in the years that followed (Huber, 
2016; Jones & Reddick, 2017; Logan et al., 2017; White, 2016). 
In particular, the Black Lives Matter movement emerged as an organizing force that 
connected these macro socioecological events to the microcosm of their manifestation within 
the structures of higher education, influencing a new iteration of activism on resurgent issues 
of race and racism on college campuses across the country (Dancy et al., 2018). At the 
University of Missouri; the University of California, Los Angeles; Harvard; Yale; the 
University of North Carolina; and countless other institutions, students and faculty submitted 
written and oral demands to hold administrations accountable for historical and current 
signifiers of racism on campus. Such acts disrupted dominant institutional narratives 
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designed to diminish issues of race and racism at the university (Halewood, 2016; Hope et 
al., 2016; McGowan et al., 2017; Reynolds & Mayweather, 2017). Examples of activism 
include protests outside of administrative buildings, sit-ins, strikes from academic exercises, 
and breadwinning athletic teams refusing to play. Activist communities on campus have 
demanded the resignation of senior administrators deemed complicit in or ambivalent to 
racist behavior, the removal of Confederate monuments and other markers of White 
supremacist ideology, the restructuring of campus police departments, and the renaming of 
buildings named for slave owners to instead honor pioneering Black enslaved laborers, 
faculty, and students. 
Disgruntled Whites have also organized to impact HWCUs in the wake of Black and 
Brown activism with their own forms of resistance—for example, using their political 
positions of power to defund diversity programs or protect environmental markers of White 
supremacy preserving historical artifacts under the law (Blake, 2019; Hughes, 2019; Kelly, 
2019; Sturkey, 2019). Beyond the generally disgruntled Whites, those more forthcoming in 
representing White supremacist interests have also gathered visibly on HWCU campuses to 
physically and verbally protect the Confederate monuments that glorify their own narratives 
of history and legacy and to intimidate those who would have these testaments to White 
supremacy marginalized from prominence, if not destroyed (Hughes, 2019; Lang, 2019; 
Sheehey, 2019). Clashes between these divergent activist groups are psychologically violent 
at minimum, resulting in injury of spirit and, at times, of flesh for Black and Brown people 
(Hughes, 2019; Perry, 2018). As these injuries reverberate across the campus, they 
compound the experience of minoritization and marginalization for people of color caught 
inextricably in an endemic struggle against oppression manifest anew by recent events. 
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Social justice activism as a response to more overt displays of racism as backlash to 
racial equity progress is not new; rather, the events of the past decade provide testimony to 
the persistence of racial inequality in higher education as well as the resilience of Black 
persons, Indigenous persons, and Persons of Color (BIPOC). This new movement also 
testifies to the power of recalling past generations’ activism during the civil rights movement 
as guiding inspiration for organizing a collective response to the sure tide of White 
supremacist efforts to reclaim assumed rights to social control and dominance (Anderson & 
Span, 2016). The preservation, creation, and sharing of personal and group narratives about 
lived experiences navigating and resisting racism at HWCUs through written and spoken 
words have been critical to the persistence of Black people on White campuses during 
historical times of elevated racial tension. Anderson and Span offer that 
Black activists protesting across America’s colleges and universities have relied on 
these recently uncovered histories and this process of self-reflection to further 
articulate their concerns and demands. They connect these histories to their own 
experiences in an effort to impact meaningful change for themselves and future 
students on their campuses. (p. 655) 
Such narratives serve to honor historical actors and activists who advanced the social 
position of those who identify as BIPOC on campus, to cultivate a sense of connection and 
shared struggle among marginalized groups, and to learn from past efforts and the individual 
epistemologies of those within the struggle to organize new social justice approaches. 
In my observation, storytelling—both to non-Black audiences and within Black 
organizations and meetings—seems among the many means by which Black people at 
HWCUs engage in acts of resistance and resilience during times of heightened racial tension 
and remains a critical part of efforts to persist as a community. I also observe that the purpose 
and flavor of storytelling outward seem to be different from our sharing between us within. 
Whereas telling out is more of a cry out as a catalyst for change within the ecological 
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systems that oppress us, our storytelling within spaces among Black peers, mentors, and 
mentees is often organized as a mechanism to inspire hope, to encourage, to connect, to 
remember, to remind, to honor, to teach, to create testimony from our collective witnessing, 
and to prepare ourselves and one another for the continued task of persisting through the 
endemically racist structures within and outside of the ivory tower (Bausell et al., 2020; 
Carter-Black, 2007; Collier, 2000; Delgado, 1989). For example, Black students and faculty 
have written (counter-) stories to push against dominant narratives at the institution about 
racialized issues. Stories are often woven into spoken-word poems to mixed audiences or 
incorporated as testimony as part of public protests in White-majority occupied spaces on 
campus during times of racial tension. These stories are the cries outward at HWCUs. Our 
stories inward are those shared between Black people. 
Research has demonstrated that sharing stories of lived experiences is a critical 
component of mentoring experiences and structured group gatherings in higher education. 
Examples of intragroup storytelling at HWCUs include “sister circles,” “brotherhood” 
meetings, organizations for Black undergraduate and graduate and professional students, and 
Black faculty and staff caucuses. Research has widely supported that these experiences 
contribute positively to the persistence of Black faculty, staff, and students on HWCU 
campuses (Cuyjet, 2006; Harper & Quaye, 2007; Patton & Harper, 2003). Within these 
typically exclusively Black-occupied spaces, Black people share stories about their 
experiences without the additional burden of having to use their stories as a tool for teaching 
and validating for non-Black individuals what it feels like to be Black on a White campus. 
I know from my own personal involvement and witness that this kind of storytelling 
is happening right now at HWCUs among Black individuals in mentoring and peer 
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relationships and in Black organizations, alongside the work of organizing to tell our stories 
outwardly to largely non-Black audiences in protest of racial inequalities. However, I also 
have observed how our storytelling spaces can become siloed in attendance, location, and 
power based on role, rank, and position at the university. Rarely have I witnessed Black 
faculty, staff, administration, and graduate and undergraduate students gather in one place 
across these roles to share stories, as there is often a sense of urgency within the community 
to prioritize organizing a response to racist incidents and circumstances on top of 
individually managing the cognitive and emotional energy required to prevail against 
everyday racial aggressions at the university. Organized responses to racism at my institution 
have also often reflected separate perspectives and approaches of students, faculty, and staff 
toward how to respond as each group pulls on the distinct experiences of their respective 
generations and other lived experiences in the world. 
For example, I have found comfort and support in talking to other Black students, 
faculty, and staff about our experiences on campus as the institution battled lawsuits about 
affirmative action, protests about racial discrimination by police, the renaming of buildings 
bearing the surnames of White supremacists, and clashes between White Confederate groups 
and social justice activists about monuments honoring veterans of the Civil War’s 
Confederate Army and its cause. I have also noticed that Black people—in our various roles 
and positions within the institution—were by and large showing up and responding to the 
increased sense of threat in different ways, most following an unwritten protocol of group 
behavior in alignment with their role as student, faculty, staff, or administrator that was 
perhaps more exposed by the unique and complex nature of the circumstances. Across this 
revelation, judgments were expressed to me directly and around me as to the measure of 
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wisdom and courage of each role group’s response by individuals in other role groups. This 
time in which we find ourselves had both exposed and reinforced divisions within the 
racialized group I so often refer to as we and us. Division of any kind among an oppressed 
group exacerbates their vulnerabilities and reinforces the stability of oppressive forces 
(Freire, 2000). To this point, it is even more important to understand mechanisms that 
cultivate group solidarity while allowing for differentiated experiences, needs, and 
perspectives among Black people at HWCUs during times of racial tension on campus. 
Problem 
Most studies examining the experiences of Black people in higher education are 
deficit based—focusing inquiry on what Black people lack in comparison to their non-Black 
peers as a means for understanding what they need to succeed in White environments. Recent 
scholars are adjusting the point of deficit away from Black people to the institution, 
unearthing the inherent inequitable social ideologies that construct its foundation, the 
consequences of administrative leadership’s failing to adequately subvert racial inequity in 
higher education, and what the institution needs to demonstrate genuine investment in 
retaining and advancing the success of Black students, staff, and faculty (Patton, 2016). 
Some scholars have also focused on Black strength and resilience at HWCUs, noting the 
psychological processes by which we cope with racism individually and the ways we 
organize together to give voice and validation to our experiences and needs (Harper, 2012). 
For example, there has been a significant increase over the past decade in exploring the 
perspectives, behaviors, mind-sets, and relationships of successful Black male students and 
of Black women in various roles at the university that result in thriving under difficult 
racialized circumstances (Harper & Newman, 2016; Patton & Croom, 2017; Patton & 
Harper, 2003; Quaye et al., 2019). 
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While this emerging body of scholarship is making a critical contribution toward 
balancing the deficit orientation to understanding Black experiences at HWCUs and 
possibilities for improving their condition, this scholarship continues to focus on what Black 
people do not have rather than on what they do have in their efforts to persist during times of 
racial tension on White campuses. For example, though studies have explored the importance 
of Black community, mentoring, friendships, and organizations and demonstrated the value 
of the advice and support provided by these networks toward Black persistence and retention 
at HWCUs, these scholarly studies tend to focus on how such mechanisms are necessary 
agents for working against White-dominated spaces and narratives rather than focusing on 
the cultural practice of storytelling, specifically, as a potential possessed communal asset 
rooted in generations of Black resilience. In other words, recent scholars have celebrated the 
ways in which Black people have been forced to act to organize spaces of community under 
climates of racial tension but have not focused on how our narratives are assets in and of 
themselves that we possess and use among ourselves to persist. There is also little empirical 
evidence to understand the nature of storytelling, specifically, as it exists between Black 
people on HWCUs. Furthermore, little research has focused on what happens 
developmentally and psychologically within Black individuals and across Black people in 
various roles, generations, and positions when we tell stories among each other on White 
campuses during times of active racial tension. 
Research Questions, Purpose, and Significance 
The primary research questions centering this study are as follows: (a) How do Black 
students and personnel (faculty and administrators) experience intragroup storytelling during 
moments of elevated racial tension at an HWCU? and (b) In what ways does this experience 
influence how Black students and personnel cope with the elevated racial tension? For the 
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purposes of this study, intragroup denotes a shared racialized identity among participants 
who self-identify racially as primarily Black or African American. Also, for the purposes of 
this study, storytelling is defined broadly as the act of relaying an account of a lived 
experience to another person or persons. The study brings to the forefront and examines 
storytelling as an underexplored practice of Black resistance, coping, and intragroup 
solidarity during this current time of racial tension on HWCU campuses. Specifically, this 
study seeks to provide contextualized insight on the experience of telling and hearing stories 
about navigating the HWCU during this current time of racial tension across the roles of 
Black students, faculty, staff, and administration, including how such stories come to be 
shared, how they are shared, and the outcomes, if any, of sharing stories in this way.  
Exploring connections between storytelling and coping for Black people on an 
HWCU campus during times of racial tension is especially important now, as individuals 
across HWCUs currently concerned with the retention and persistence of Black students and 
professionals struggle to identify and exercise truly appreciative and generative practices for 
addressing issues of race and racism under present circumstances and contexts. Such insight 
at this time in our national history could contribute to practical insights on the value of 
storytelling as a tangible framework of cultural practice for increasing Black resilience 
against the persistence of racism as well as Black resistance to racism. Exploring 
storytelling’s potential for the latter is especially important, as Black resistance is not a term 
embraced in student affairs literature as a means of best practice because it makes plain 
realities of racism that HWCUs seek to avoid. White supremacy is dependent on non-White 
subordination and deference to the norms of White supremacist systems, including the ways 
that Whites in power may organize to address issues of race and racism to avoid public 
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shame and claim a position of responsive care while simultaneously allowing systems and 
practices that buttress racial inequity to continue (Smith, 2009; Patton, 2016). Therefore, 
Black resistance to White supremacy—in all its forms—is a necessary means to Black 
resilience at HWCUs, for without it, progress toward equity in access and opportunity for 
Black people is not possible. More research on the existence and experience of storytelling 
among Black people at HWCUs during times of racial tension may also provide Black people 
across positions at HWCUs renewed insight into a cultural practice asset that we already 
possess across our genealogies and allow them to consider if it would be worthwhile to 
organize ourselves around this practice with a refreshed understanding of its potential 
influence. Such understanding could contribute to whether we choose to engage with this 
practice as an intentional strategy among ourselves and the most powerful ways to do so for 
encouraging resilience and persistence during times of racial tension at HWCUs. 
Conceptual Framework 
The purpose, definition, and structure of conceptual frameworks in qualitative 
research are defined in different ways (Green, 2014). For the purposes of this study, I draw 
from Saldaña and Omasta (2018), who described conceptual frameworks as “the intellectual 
game plan” and “investigative architecture” (p. 184) of a study outlining the researcher’s 
epistemological assumptions about knowledge and how they are linked to the paradigms and 
theories that drive the research design. Conceptual models can be presented visually through 
models or in narrative form within the body of the research write-up (Saldaña & Omasta, 
2009). According to Saldaña and Omasta, “ontology refers to the nature of being; 
epistemology refers to ways of knowing” (p. 141). Ontologies and epistemologies are not 
monolithic and are filtered through people’s lived experiences and the realities associated 
with their socially constructed positions influencing the ways they interpret life (Saldaña & 
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Omasta, 2009). Qualitative research is concerned with understanding the ways people make 
meaning of life experiences as they manifest naturally in social contexts. This requires an 
ontological view of multiple realities and an epistemological view that knowledge about life 
is constructed over time by systematic, intentional observation and interaction over time—
contributing to the evolving, inductive, iterative nature of qualitative research processes 
(Saldaña & Omasta, 2009). Research paradigms describe a view of a social phenomenon 
shared by a sect of the research community and lead us to ask certain questions in 
relationship with our ontological and epistemological views (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 
Critical race theory (CRT) informs the comprehensive conceptual backbone of this 
study, as it most aligns with my own sense of reality and assumptions about what is 
important to know and the ways we should come to know it. CRT can be associated with 
postpositivist, constructivist, emancipatory, and postcolonial paradigms wherein the 
following views are held and reflected in research agendas: acknowledges multiple realities 
and created at the intersection of socially constructed demographic categories; uses 
qualitative research to empower oppressed people by challenging the deficit framework put 
upon minoritized and marginalized persons by revealing the inaccuracy and constructed 
nature of dominant, oppressive discourse; seeks to restructure knowledge in ways that 
contribute to social justice transformation; builds upon interdisciplinary knowledge from 
critical theory, feminist and race theories, and neo-Marxist theory; holds an orientation 
toward accountability—honoring the marginalized social groups centered at inquiry; and 
affirms marginalized groups’ cultural ways of knowing and navigating the world as part of 
useful scientific understanding and approaches (Chilisa, 2011; Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012; 
Hughes, 2013; Hughes & Berry, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; 
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Lynn & Dixson, 2013; Lynn et al., 2013; Solórzano, 1997, 1998; Solórzano & Ornelas, 2004; 
Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). CRT centers experiences with race and racism as socially 
constructed phenomena to be studied to reveal and change the ways they influence 
inequitable social realities. 
Within the broad landscape of qualitative research, studies have often leveraged the 
narratives of oppressed groups to reveal, understand, and validate their experiences 
outwardly to groups that hold power. Stories also have this same power within social groups. 
Gates (1989) articulated why storytelling among Black people is so critical to our resilience 
within the confines of a White-dominated society: 
Telling ourselves our own stories—interpreting the nature of our world to ourselves, 
asking and answering epistemological and ontological questions in our own voices 
and on our own terms, has as much as any single factor has been responsible for the 
survival of African Americans and their culture. The stories we tell ourselves and our 
children function to order our world, serving to create both a foundation upon which 
each of us constructs our sense of reality and a filter through which we process each 
event that confronts us every day. The values that we cherish and wish to preserve, 
the behavior that we wish to censure, the fears and dread that we can barely confess 
in ordinary language, the aspirations and goal that we most dearly prize—all of these 
things are encoded in the stories that each culture invents and preserves for the next 
generation, stories that, in effect, we live by and through. (p. 17) 
Gates’s description presents storytelling as a phenomenological experience shared by many 
African American people navigating White-dominated society as well as the ontological and 
epistemological roots of this view on the phenomenon. The process of questioning the way 
one sees oneself and one’s circumstances and the degree to which this way of seeing and 
being can be owned, how we behave in order to cope and survive, and what resources and 
support we draw upon in these considerations, including the knowledge of our communities, 
are elements of this phenomenological experience that should be examined to understand 
their meaning for the people who participate.  
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In this study, I weave together concepts, values, and epistemologies and models 
within CRT to explore the ways in storytelling influences how individuals make meaning of 
heightened racial tension at an HWCU. With its strong foundation of focus and clarity, a 
phenomenological lens in qualitative research can be applied to lift the voices and 
experiences of populations that are marginalized in educational settings (Griffin, 2019). 
Throughout the study, I apply a phenomenological lens to centralize focus upon and clarify 
concerns about how people make meaning of life events in relationship to their social 
positioning (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018).  
The conceptual framework of this study unfolds from this introduction as a thread 
throughout the text. The following consecutive sections demonstrate how my positionality, 
assumptions, and perspectives (ontological and epistemological) are pulled from my own 
lived experiences and led to the theoretical framework (CRT) I use to guide the literature 
process and critical analysis of the literature and how these frameworks provide insight into 
the construction of the research questions and methodological approaches. Throughout the 
text, I recall the ontological and epistemological views and values central to CRT to structure 
the philosophical and practical rationale for my study design and to examine the elements of 
the phenomenon of storytelling among Black students and personnel separately and 
comprehensively toward that rationale. 
Researcher Positionality, Assumptions, Perspectives, and Approach 
Qualitative research is concerned with making meaning of life experiences. Often, 
scholars are driven to explore the meaning of experiences that relate personally to their own 
social positioning. This study adopts a similar intellectual path. 
Zamudio et al. (2009) described positionality as the perspectives and experiences one 
develops by navigating social rewards and consequences determined by characteristics such 
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as race, gender, class, and sexuality. Many guidelines have been cultivated and tested in the 
field of qualitative research to ensure scientific approaches to data collection, organization, 
and analysis in ways that mitigate bias informed by positionality; still, the lens of the 
researcher plays an active and consistent role of influence throughout the research process no 
matter how it is mitigated. Naming positionality is a critical responsibility of qualitative 
scholars not only to explicate how the researcher’s lens informs the research question, 
design, and outcomes but also to articulate the ways in which the researcher’s lens may be 
helpful, if not necessary, to telling the scholar’s own story. Individually, our stories represent 
data points within the larger body of empirical knowledge regarding marginalized 
experiences. By recording them within the canon of scholarship, researchers who study 
marginalized experiences connected to their social position can challenge dismissal and 
ignorance about their own stories and the stories of their communities within dominant 
discourse about social realities (Marabel, 2000). The research design of this study, including 
assumptions about the experience of Black people broadly and with respect to their various 
roles at the university, the genesis of central questions, the construction of focus group and 
interview questions, and chosen modes of analysis, is influenced by my own experiences and 
resulting worldview. 
Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) described intersectionality as the experiential space where 
multiple identities and characteristics overlap and negatively impact the carrier in unique 
ways. Merriam et al. (2001) defined it as a where one stands in relation to others in terms of 
socially constructed factors like race, class, sexual orientation, education, and gender. These 
authors also considered one’s sense of belonging to a particular lived experience—insider 
and outsider status—as part of one’s positionality. My experiences as a Black woman raised 
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and schooled in the southern United States bear the marks of racism, sexism, and classism—
altogether born of cultural histories deeply rooted within the geographic spaces I call home. 
My Blackness, womanhood, and femaleness, and the educational history within the 
curriculum of schools and of Black American life in the South, are inextricably bound. This 
unique blend of factors yields the lens through which I conceptualize and understand all 
social realities and therefore the assumptions I bring to my work as a critical scholar of the 
academy. 
Like Carrillo (2016)—whose scholarly work focused on the experiential realities of 
Latinos in education—the genesis of my study also “started from examining my own 
trajectory” (p. 3). The intersectional nature of my social location and position as a self-
identified Black, female, mid-level administrator working, learning, and teaching at a large, 
public research HWCU in the southeastern United States informs the assumptions 
undergirding the locus of inquiry, theoretical framework, and design of this study. For 
example, I currently occupy the roles of both graduate student and clinical instructor (non–
tenure track). As an instructor, I regularly teach within my institution’s School of Education. 
In my roles, I work closely with faculty, administrators, and staff and with undergraduate 
students, and I also operate as faculty, administrator, and student. My lived experiences 
performing at the nexus of these intersecting (and at times conflicting) positions of power 
and subordination at my institution provide me with what Collins (1986, 1999) called an 
outsider-within perspective. As an outsider-within, I am both close to these issues and 
removed in ways that allow me to see what others cannot. 
Holding that my positionality affords a critically valuable and valid epistemological 
lens for exploring issues of race, gender, power, and persistence across different roles at 
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HWCUs, and the CRT view that storytelling can be a powerful tool to increase cross-group 
understanding on issues of raced and gendered experiences, I interweave my own relevant 
experiences, perspectives, and stories within sections of this study (Anzaldúa & Keating, 
2002; Collins, 1986, 1993a, 1999; Rodriguez, 2006). This study also serves as a mechanism 
for me to grapple with issues of identity, belonging, obligation, guilt, and responsibility in 
my own intersecting roles at the university. It is an exercise by which I can look back 
throughout my own gendered and racialized lived experiences and the experiences of others 
who have contributed to my personal, scholarly, and professional development. Throughout 
this study, I asked myself why I have navigated this time of racial tension on campus in the 
way I have, with a primary focus on why and how I have shared, sought, and received stories 
about this navigation with other Black people. 
The primary question central to this study assumes a differentiated experience based 
on racism for Black people at HWCUs in general but especially during this current 
sociopolitical time of racial tension, as well as a need for influential intervention during this 
time to encourage continued Black communal solidarity at HWCUs. These assumptions are 
based on the realities of my own lived experience, wherein I am positioned by factors of race, 
gender, class, education, occupation, and geography to witness a shared negative experience 
across Black people at HWCUs and by the vast body of scholarship corroborating these 
experiences. In particular, the work of critical scholars in the fields of law, education, and 
gender studies manifested in what has come to be called CRT to provide frameworks of 
inquiry and language to rigorously examine and clearly articulate the ways in which the 
experiences of people who are minoritized by racism and sexism come to be constructed and 
reinforced in such positions at historically and predominantly White social institutions. CRT 
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builds off critical understanding of marginalized racial experiences and provides insight into 
the ways in which minoritized people come to see the world and their place in it based on 
common experiences and lessons from those experiences. More importantly, CRT can 
provide insight into social processes by which Black people cope with and respond to 
racialized life events to ensure their own safety and survival. 
Theoretical Framework 
Critical Race Theory 
CRT comprises a set of ideas for revealing and transforming the relationship between 
racism and social institutions—centering racism at the crux of inquiry about inequity within 
these institutions (Cabrera, 2018; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1998; 
Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). CRT began with scholar-activists in legal studies and has 
been applied more recently to scholar-activism in higher education (Delgado Bernal & 
Villalpando, 2002; Harper, 2009, 2012; Harper et al., 2011; Mitchell et al., 2010; Smith et al., 
2006; Solórzano et al., 2000; Solórzano et al., 2005; Teranishi et al., 2011; Villalpando, 
2003; Yosso et al., 2009). Several tenets exist as foundational assumptions undergirding 
practices inspired by CRT, with some tenets emphasized or presented differently in legal and 
educational research, respectively (Cabrera, 2018). The following summary captures many of 
the agreed-upon tenets consistent across the CRT literature. 
First, the concept of racial realism first articulated by Derrick Bell (1992) proposes 
that racism is an endemic and permanent component of American society. Racial realism 
holds that racism is the foundation upon which all institutional systems, including systems of 
higher education, are rooted, developed, and currently operated (Bell, 1992; Patton, 2016). 
According to Solórzano et al. (2000), “racism is about institutional power” (p. 61) rooted in 
Whiteness. A second tenet of interest convergence proposes that progress for POC only 
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occurs when such progress serves the interests of Whites in power (Bell, 1980). Bell asserted 
that provisions made to advance the position of POC are typically symbolic gestures intended 
to protect White institutions’ reputations rather than sincere investments for dismantling 
racial inequity. In this vein, HWCUs tend to choose strategies for addressing concerns about 
diversity and inequity in ways that serve the interests of Whites and that do not disrupt White 
supremacy (Smith, 2009; Yosso et al., 2009). Owing to this critical lens on behavioral 
patterns of White institutions across social and legal history, another tenet of CRT rejects 
claims of absolute objectivity, fairness, and racial neutrality within legal and educational 
policies, practices, and organizational structures. These ideas provide the foundation for 
conceptualizing how HWCUs historically created for and dominated by White men evolve to 
perpetuate that domination even as POC gain entry and overt acts of discrimination become 
less tolerated. 
Another CRT tenet is twofold, inclusive of the social construction of race and the 
rejection of racialized essentialization. This tenet asserts that race is a socially constructed 
concept and that groups resulting from this construction are not inherently monolithic 
(Cabrera, 2018). A fifth tenet asserts that the goal of CRT is activism for social justice across 
all oppressed groups (Cabrera, 2018; Solórzano, 1998). Sixth, CRT asserts that the voices 
and experiential knowledge of POC should be validated and exercised. Finally, CRT 
embraces Crenshaw’s (1989) concept of intersectionality. Intersectional research focuses on 
the complexities of individuals’ lived experiences navigating several interacting social 
locations at once. Intersectional inquiry is also concerned with the ways power and privilege 
based on the interplay of racism and sexism influence the sociological process of those 
experiences (Dill et al., 2007). 
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In this study, I build on CRT concepts of storytelling to define the act of storytelling 
for the purposes of my inquiry and to justify the value of storytelling as a tool for Black 
persistence and resilience through racialized oppression within the context of HWCUs. CRT 
also sets the groundwork for contextualizing and problematizing the social circumstances in 
which Black students and personnel at HWCUs are positioned and navigate their roles and 
that contribute to the differentiated experiences undergirding stories of their experiences at 
the institution. This step of contextualizing and problematizing the different experiences, 
perspectives, and behaviors of Black people across roles and positions at the institution is 
important, as it sets up the need for intervention to advance collective action among Black 
people for continued resilience and persistence at HWCUs. This approach also aligns with 
CRT’s mission to use critical analysis of racial dynamics in the fight against racial inequity. 
Underlying Research Assumptions 
Informed by my positionality and experiences in concert with CRT as the theoretical 
framework guiding this study’s inquiry, I anticipate finding that Black students and personnel 
are sharing and hearing stories from other Black people across different positions and roles at 
the university in a variety of different forms. I also anticipate that this intragroup sharing 
contributes to increased connection and mutual understanding across these distinctive groups; 
provides the storyteller with a lifted weight from carrying his or her story; and gives the 
listeners new insights, resources, and strategies for their developmental pathways of 
resilience and survival at the HWCU during this time of racial tension that previously they 
were without the knowledge to consider. It is in pursuit of these same desired outcomes that 
Black people have told stories across our existence to survive the violence of racism in our 
everyday lives and during times of intensified racial violence—including those in my own 
family and community. It is important for qualitative researchers to name and consider 
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reflexivity on their own proclivities in the research process and to take measures to set them 
aside to protect the integrity of the study’s results. For this reason, the methodology is 
constructed to intentionally create a safe space for the possibility of negative influences or no 
influence of the storytelling experience on Black individuals at an HWCU to emerge for one 
or more of the interlocutors, a role group, or groups of interlocutors. 
Additional Definitions and Terminology 
The terms used throughout this study are rooted in CRT perspectives and challenge 
the neutrality and social construction of language typically used to describe POC and their 
positions in society. Terms such as race and raced, gender and gendered, are socially 
constructed, their meanings often reconstructed and contested (Weber, 2010). As such and 
owing to the centrality of these terms to the phenomenon in question, it is important to clarify 
their meaning in context as a precursor to the literature review. This section offers definitions 
of these terms per their application to the study. 
Within the canon of CRT, storytelling is described as the act of sharing experiences 
with race and racism to lift, make visible, and validate such experiences typically held to the 
margins or made invisible within the discourse about social realities in White-dominated 
spaces. Storytelling between outgroups and ingroups is typically intended to disrupt, while 
stories shared within groups are intended to inspire, encourage, and connect. These stories 
make take many forms, both written and verbalized, in various styles and modes. Storytelling 
is distinguished from dialogue because of its monolithic nature, though storytelling often 
invites and encourages dialogue about the subject of the story (Black, 2008). This study seeks 
to understand what kinds of stories are shared among Black students and student-facing 
personnel, such as faculty and administration, at the university; for what purpose; and the 
outcomes of engaging in storytelling among other Black people in these roles. Deeper insight 
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about storytelling and its contribution to Black resilience and persistence is provided in the 
literature review. 
Throughout this study, I activate traditional nouns, such as race and gender, to raced 
and racialized, minoritized, and gendered. My choice of words is intended to recognize the 
social construction of race and gender and how these constructions are systematically 
institutionalized toward the exclusion and control of POC throughout U.S. history and within 
higher education (Benitez, 2010; Harper, 2012). An HWCU, also commonly referred to as a 
predominantly White institution (PWI), is an institution of higher education conferring 
academic degrees that has historically restricted enrollment to persons who are racialized as 
White or Caucasian and where Whites represent most persons enrolled and employed 
(Stebleton & Aleixo, 2015). In this study, and in alignment with CRT principles of 
scholarship, I use HWCU instead of PWI to forefront how the foundational purpose of these 
institutions is mired in White supremacy. In HWCU, the term historically is incorporated to 
acknowledge how ideologies foundational to the creation of these spaces are centered on the 
experiences of White people, preserving participation and benefits only for White persons. 
Typically, HWCUs were founded to educate, serve, and advance the social status of White 
men (Patton, 2016; Reinert & Serna, 2014). Many HWCUs are several hundred years old 
with deep histories in White supremacy and patriarchy (Patton, 2016). Owing to significant 
social movements, shifts in popular opinion, and recognition of the financial and political 
benefits of diversity, present-day institutions now find it profitable to include diversity as an 
anchoring value (Patton, 2016; Smith, 2009). However, higher education’s rootedness in 
racism as a structural foundation that preserves White privilege has served to perpetuate 
constrained pathways to admission, enrollment, persistence, retention, and graduation for 
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POC to the present day (Patton, 2016). Most of the references within the literature review of 
this study focus on the experiences of Black students, faculty, and staff at 4-year, public and 
private HWCUs. 
This study focuses on four roles within which Black people at HWCUs may be 
positioned: the role of a faculty member, the role of an administrator, and the role of an 
undergraduate or graduate student. These roles are distinguished, respectively, by their 
diverging primary responsibilities and contributions to the institution as well as the benefits 
associated with the contribution of the role. For the purposes of this study, faculty members 
are defined as professional persons employed by the institution typically holding a doctoral 
or other terminal degree. Primary responsibilities of faculty are teaching undergraduate and 
graduate students and conducting original research (Stanley, 2006). Administrators are 
professional persons employed by the institution to direct, lead, and coordinate programs and 
initiatives that advance the university’s goals (Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). In this study, 
administrators are distinguished from other university staff by their position of managerial 
authority over the programs they support. Both faculty and administrators are referred to 
collectively as personnel at times in this study to denote their shared status as professional 
persons who are being paid by the institution for use of their professional skills toward 
fulfillment of the university’s goals. Undergraduate students are enrolled in courses at the 
institution toward the completion of a baccalaureate degree. Graduate students are enrolled 
in courses at the institution toward the completion of a postsecondary degree, typically 
referred to as a master’s or doctoral degree, and may hold positions as instructors or part-time 
employees that contribute to their experiential learning as well as their living expenses while 
in graduate school. Both across and within roles, faculty, administrators, and students are 
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subject to institutionally imposed hierarchies that structure the distribution of authority, 
power, access, and resources. 
The ideas of race, class, gender, and sexuality are socially constructed phenomena 
that represent complex systems of power and oppression (Weber, 2010). Weber described 
these systems as “pervasive, variable, persistent, and severe” (p. 23) in that they permeate 
almost every aspect of our roles, activities, and experiences and are intended in their 
construction to dictate how we navigate our lives and how others interact with us across 
global social strata. The idea of race refers to the ancestry of a particular group that manifests 
phenotypically via traits such as “skin color, hair texture, and eye shape” (Weber, 2010, p. 
27). Black is a racial categorization put upon and used by people of African ancestry (Omi & 
Winant, 1994; Weber, 2010). The term POC is a reference to individuals who do not self-
identify as White or Caucasian and are marginalized by their racialized identities (Weber, 
2010). POC include Black or African American; Native, Native American, or Alaska Native; 
Asian or Asian American; and Latino/a or Latinx. In recent years, a movement has emerged 
to replace POC with BIPOC to highlight the differentiated and often overlooked racial 
traumas experienced by Black and Indigenous people in the United States. For the purposes 
of this study moving forward, I use the term BIPOC to refer broadly to non-White 
populations. 
Racism is the belief that one racialized group is superior to other racialized groups 
and that the superior race has the right to oppress others by virtue of that inherent superiority 
(Weber, 2010). White supremacy is the belief that Whites are inherently superior to other 
races and includes ideologies and actions to maintain positions of White domination (Weber, 
2010). White supremacy is a politically charged term often avoided in everyday and 
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scholarly discourse because of its tendency to upset Whites in power, thereby limiting 
channels of collective progress toward social justice (Harper, 2012; Harper & Patton, 2007; 
Patton, 2016). I use the term White supremacy in this study unapologetically to refer to the 
“ordinary, predictable, and taken for granted” (Patton, 2016, p. 317) ways that universities 
operate to demonstrate an undervaluing of BIPOC and a preference for maintaining White 
privilege. 
Microaggressions are subtle verbal and nonverbal messages directed at marginalized 
groups indicating that they are unwelcome, undervalued, invisible, and dismissed in 
dominant environments (Nadal, 2011; Pierce et al., 1978; Sue et al., 2007). Microaggressions 
emerge as subtle put-downs, racial or gender-related jokes, or other communications that 
BIPOC do not belong or are exceptions within the academy (McCabe, 2009; Solórzano et al., 
2000; Sue et al., 2007; Yosso et al., 2009). While the “micro” prefix may be intended to 
denote the subtle, hard to point out nature of many of these acts, some scholars have offered 
context and problematized use of the prefix micro, noting that the intention and impact of 
these acts are not small, rather critically significant contributors to minoritized people’s 
experiences in majority spaces (Berk, 2017; Wells, 2013). For the purposes of this paper, I 
choose to describe experiences that might traditionally be captured as microaggressions as 
racial aggressions and only use the term “microaggression” when citing or referencing 
existing literature 
Gender is also a social construction historically constrained to a binary—woman and 
man. Gender is distinguished from sex, which refers to biological characteristics that 
manifest anatomically within the male and female body, respectively (Weber, 2010). Gender 
is also distinguished from sexuality, which refers to sexual attraction across different 
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gendered and sexed identities (Weber, 2010). Gender is a mechanism to distinguish and 
relegate roles, activities, and dispositions along this binary. More recently, persons who do 
not identify with this binary are working to disrupt it, making space to acknowledge and 
validate the voices and experiences of persons who identify as something other than a woman 
or a man exclusively. The existing literature about the experiences of POC in higher 
education tends to align with the gender binary, with some scholars focusing primarily on the 
experiences of men of color in college or women of color in college. While some attention 
has been given to the intersectional experiences within groups and the experiences of POC 
who do not identify as woman or man, less attention has been given to the experiences of 
non-gender conforming POC in higher education. Owing to the identity claims of this study’s 
participants and the study’s focus on the experiences of Black students and personnel more 
broadly, I will primarily describe participants’ gendered identities with terms like men and 
women, male and female. 
Power implies an ability to maintain a position of dominance over others against 
resistance (Weber, 2010). Those in power structure the social rules and narrative about lived 
experiences in ways that benefit them (Weber, 2010). Exploiting, ignoring, and manipulating 
the needs and cultural resources of others are required to maintain a position of social 
dominance, and oppression is the consequence experienced by those who are subordinated in 
this process (Weber, 2010). Gender, race, and role impact people in different ways within the 
spectrum of power and privilege (Weber, 2010). Gender and race can also influence access to 
and experiences within particular student and professional roles. This study acknowledges 
forces of power and oppression and how they manifest in relationship with socially 
constructed ideas of race, gender, and roles held by Black people at HWCUs, and how these 
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constructions inform stories Black people choose to share among each other during times of 
racial tension. 
Power can be leveraged within institutions to control the narratives or perceptions 
about events and circumstances in ways that benefit the powerholder. Sometimes referred to 
as white supremacist narratives or master scripts within the CRT literature, dominant 
narratives are verbal and non-verbal efforts that favor the protection and perpetuation of 
power, reputation, prestige, and privilege for White people in power at historically white 
institutions over reckoning and atoning for creating inequitable experiences for people of 
Color (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Patton, 2015; Yosso, Parker, Solórzano, & Lynn, 2004). 
Dominant narratives situate the voices of white people who often represent the institution's 
leadership as authorities on the experiential realities of people of color in ways that minimize 
the existence and effect of racism within the university (Harris, 1993; McGee & Stovall, 
2015). Dominant narratives leverage the power of whiteness to exclude voices of color and 
protect the reputational interests of HWCUs (Harris, 1993, Patton, 2016). According to 
Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995), the employment of master scripts in education, “means 
stories of African Americans are muted and erased when they challenge dominant culture 
authority and power.” 
At HWCUs, dominant narratives often manifest in the form of temporary and reactive 
programs, forums and discussions, and official university messages in direct response to 
emergent racialized crises (Harper, Patton, McKenzie, 2020). After the deaths of several 
Black individuals at the hands of police in 2020, several HWCUs constructed emailed 
statements and speeches from leaders that included direct condemnation of police brutality 
and racism as well as acknowledgement of racism within the institution and commitments to 
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focus on equity and inclusion efforts (Carter Andrews & Harper, 2020; McKenzie, 2020). 
However, such statements were and are reactive and can be perceived as a form of interest 
convergence wherein the public reputation and interest of the HWCU is preserved against the 
threat of being perceived as unwelcoming or racist - perceptions that can hurt institutional 
branding and capacity for power. Statements and speeches that do not activate real disruption 
of the policies, practices, and interactions that perpetuate racism and inequity and that do not 
leverage the knowledge and voice of people of color are unlikely to be deemed trustworthy 
or meaningful for Black individuals (Carter Andrews & Harper, 2020). 
People of color have become accustomed to such statements from University leaders 
in recent years and have expressed frustration about the perceived lack of sincerity and 
investment in transformative action from the institution (Kolodner, 2020; Mckenzie, 2020). 
In addition to critiquing institutional messages that control the narrative on racial issues as 
inadequate, hollow, and offensive, Black students and personnel have also expressed 
frustration about institutional silence about these issues and reticence to respond in a timely 
manner (Kolodner, 2020; Mckenzie, 2020). Silence advances dominant narratives of white 
privilege of power and protection by controlling how the institutions speak about the 
feelings, needs, and experiences of people of color on incidences of racialized trauma to 
position the university as advocates for equity, therefore depressing the visibility of activists 
and sentiments of dissatisfaction and experiences of oppression from minoritized groups 
(Ladson-Billings, 1995). 
In not speaking to it at all, or in speaking to it in ways that sanitize realities to protect 
the reputations of whites in power and the institution, institutions silence, oppress, dismiss, 
and devalue the experiences of BIPOC as marginalized issues that only require attention 
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when the institution’s public reputation is threatened. According to Shaun Harper, CRT 
scholar, faculty, and higher education administrator, "Silence, especially in this moment, 
speaks volumes about what a leader’s priorities are, about that leader’s willingness or lack 
thereof to empathize with the traumatization, the grief and the outrage. There couldn’t be a 
stronger demonstration of disregard for black lives than silence in this moment” (Mckenzie, 
2020). Further, the construction of university statements rarely consult the traditions, 
knowledge, and voices of students and personnel of Color within these narratives outside of 
official messages from within designated diversity and inclusion departments (Carter 
Andrews & Harper, 2020; Delgado & Villalpando, 2002; McKenzie, 2020). In this study, I 
refer to dominant narratives within the literature review and as part of the synthesis of 
findings to interpret meaning and implications for storytelling’s potential influence on Black 
experiences with heightened racial tension at HWCUs.  
 
Persistence and retention are words used throughout higher education literature to 
refer to the experience of moving through individual steps of academic pathways and 
experiences to the next chronological step and of maintaining enrollment or employment of 
persons in the academic environment. Coping refers to the process of navigating deleterious 
experiences – stressors - that threaten an individual’s mental, emotional, physical, spiritual, 
and psychological health. Resistance refers to the ways people push against psychological, 
physical, cultural, or environmental agents of control and dominance within social contexts. 
Finally, I cannot explore the experience of storytelling among Black people at an 
HWCU during a time of heightened racial tension without discussing activism. Activism 
refers to intentional, strategic efforts taken individually or collectively to bring about social 
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and political change. Numerous studies and historical accounts demonstrate activism for 
racial and gender equality as a necessary predication and central reality for the educational 
experiences of BIPOC at HWCUs across history and in current times (Biondi, 2012; 
Broadhurst, 2014; Munson, 2010; Patton, 2006; Patton et al., 2017; Rhoads, 1998, 2016; 
Rojas, 2007). For this reason, my examination and discussion of the raced and gendered 
experiences of the BIPOC at HWCUs include considerations on their perspectives, 
behaviors, and choices about activism on campus as conveyed through the participants’ 
stories and storytelling experiences. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Purpose and Process 
Literature reviews help contextualize the purpose, process, and results of a research 
study within the larger body of research on similar topics, helping the researcher articulate 
the ways in which their work builds on the work of other scholars and contributes new 
knowledge to the field or fills gaps in current knowledge (Creswell, 2009). Though the 
review is situated as its own distinct section in order to clearly delineate the importance of 
prior knowledge to setting up the research questions and methodology, the literature review 
informed the whole of the research design. 
This section presents literature on experiences of BIPOC who occupy roles of faculty, 
administrators, undergraduate and graduate students at HWCUs and storytelling as part of 
these experiences with a particular focus on the experience of Black individuals in these 
roles. The literature review considers the multiple identities of Black people across roles at 
HWCUs to provide insight into the ways in which these identities and their intersections may 
emerge as contributing factors to storytelling experiences. I took a systematic approach to the 
review. First, I reviewed all my prior writings—published and unpublished—on topics 
related to CRT, Black experiences, persistence, and retention in higher education to consider 
relevance to this study. From these writings, I pulled out the references and excerpts I felt 
most closely aligned for consideration. From this initial review, I was able to identify new 
sources from the reference lists of those works for a second round of reading and 
consideration for this study. I also sought, was presented with, and accepted 
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recommendations from my committee and from academic and professional peers. I also 
typed keywords of this study (storytelling, college, coping, persistence, racism, Black) into 
Google Scholar to identify and explore sources related to the topic. 
Rationale for Topics Reviewed 
The focus on this study is rooted in complex understanding of a specific set of 
experiences: navigating an HWCU as a Black person during the past few years of racial 
tension on campus. There are a few things to set the foundation of understanding upon to 
qualify the importance of the questions. Let us revisit the primary guiding question—How do 
Black students and personnel experience storytelling during moments of elevated racialized 
tension at a HWCUs? Within the question lies several assumptions where explication is 
necessary too. It is most helpful to first identify and break apart the key elements of the 
question and unpack the assumptions therein. In this way, I foreshadow insight into the 
assumptions underpinning the methodological choices for investigating the primary guiding 
question. 
The experiences, perspectives and behaviors of Black faculty, staff, and students at 
HWCUs during times of elevated racial tension contribute directly to the ways they cope and 
make meaning of the experience, including through processes of storytelling. As the question 
focuses on intragroup storytelling among Black people in different positions at the university, 
it is important to unpack how their experiences, perspectives and behaviors are connected 
and how they differ across groups as these differences are likely to influence storytelling. It is 
also necessary to provide background on the experiences of Black people broadly as it relates 
to the ways they engage storytelling as acts of solidarity, resilience, and resistance under 
racially oppressive circumstances. It is also important to discuss literature about how Black 
people may develop—over their lifespans—varying perspectives about how to successfully 
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navigate an HWCU and how these variations may show up in the storytelling experience. 
Assumptions to explicate are a) what intragroup tensions are suggested by the different 
experiences, perspectives, and behaviors of Black people across roles at HWCUs with 
specific regard for how they are navigating this time of racial tension b) and the potential 
consequences of such tensions. 
The following section explores the literature on the experiences of BIPOC who 
occupy roles of faculty, administrators, and undergraduate students at HWCUs with attention 
to race and gender. First, I present insight from the literature on shared marginalized 
experiences across roles. I then present insight from the literature highlighting the ways that 
context of role and position within the social structure of the university differentiates the 
kinds of experiences BIPOC may navigate regarding racialized marginalization. I follow my 
review of the literature with an analysis—suggestions—of how these points of differentiation 
contribute to tensions within, between and across BIPOC occupying these three roles at 
HWCUs. As part of the literature review, I also provide insight on the tradition of storytelling 
within Black American communities throughout history and at HWCUs. Together, I use this 
insight to suggest how storytelling may provide a mechanism for moving through tensions 
caused by this divergence and for re-centering the collective goal of challenging HWCUs to 
evolve as more equitable spaces. I end the literature review section with a summary to this 
end. I then reintroduce the research questions before transitioning to the methodological 
approach for inquiry. Though I reference BIPOC throughout the literature review, most of 
the references that follow cite Black and Latinx scholars whose work builds on the anthology 
of research on Black experiences in higher education. 
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Review of Topics 
Black Experiences at HWCUs 
Despite significant increases in the enrollment and graduation of POC from American 
universities, issues of racism and sexism persist and significantly impact the academic and 
professional trajectories of people of color (BIPOC) within higher education (Gasman et al., 
2015; Patton, 2016). Further, the complex experiences of students of color at historically and 
predominantly White institutions (HWCUs) regarding their racialized and gendered 
marginalization are well documented (Harper et al., 2009; Hurtado, 1992; Munoz, 2015; 
Rankin & Reason, 2005; Solórzano et al., 2000). Similarly, scholars have also explored the 
experiences of faculty and administrators of color at HWCUs (Chun & Evans, 2012; Harper 
& Hurtado, 2007; Patton, 2016; Steele, 2016, 2018). However, the similarities and 
differences between the experiences of these three respective groups and their subsequent 
perspectives on navigating issues of social equity and social justice at HWCUs have not been 
widely explored in research. BIPOC leaders in academic settings continue to be critical to the 
social advancement and liberation of marginalized people both on and off campus, exploring 
these comparisons is timely and necessary for supporting collective efforts to hold 
institutions accountable to their espoused values of diversity and inclusion (Harper & 
Hurtado, 2007; Patton, 2016; Smith, 2009). 
Many scholars have demonstrated how race, gender, and class interact as parts within 
systems of power to dictate the presence, position, and experience of BIPOC individuals in 
higher education (Patton, 2016; Weber, 2010; Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). As a result of this 
interplay, BIPOC individuals at HWCUs across roles experience many of the same forms of 
marginalization despite variance in their role and rank at the university. Though significant 
progress in race-relations and gender-related advocacy have occurred, recent climate surveys 
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and student-led protests at HWCUs reveal racial and other inequities persists within campus 
environments (Cole & Heinecke, 2017; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Rankin & Reason, 2005). 
Themes of isolation, alienation, marginalization, stereotyping, discrimination and prejudice, 
dissatisfaction with their student or professional experience, essentialization and tokenism, 
fatigue and over-taxation, and the term “microaggression” emerged consistently in my 
literature review of experiences among faculty, administrators, and undergraduate students of 
color at HWCUs (Bonilla-Silva & Forman, 2000; Bowman & Smith, 2002; Chun & Evans, 
2012; Elmore, 2020; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Jones, 2020; Kelly, Gayles, & Williams, 
2017; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Smith, 2004a, 2004b, 2004c; Smith et al., 2007; Solórzano et 
al., 2000; Stanley, 2006). 
BIPOC at HWCUs often describe being one of only a few within their racial group in 
mostly White spaces (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; McCabe, 2009; Stanley, 2006; Wolfe & 
Dilworth, 2015). The dynamic of underrepresentation in White-dominated spaces often 
position BIPOC in a defensive location wherein they feel forced to respond against White 
supremacist assumptions and stereotypes. For example, a common experience for BIPOC 
across roles at HWCU is receiving requests by White persons to represent minorities or their 
particular marginalized group on issues dealing with equity, race, or gender relations 
(Brayboy, 2003; Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002). These assumptions are undergirded by the idea 
that is it permissible if not responsible to use minoritized persons as singular spokespersons 
for a group to which they belong in order to bring marginalized perspectives to light for the 
benefit of the majority (Patton, 2016). 
This experience illustrates one aspect of essentialism, which operates in practice as a 
kind of racial aggression that further isolate BIPOC students in White spaces on campus and 
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perpetuates their otherness (Yosso et al., 2009). Faculty, administrators, and students of color 
also are frequently subject to racial aggressions at HWCUs. For example, the literature 
reveals that many BIPOC experience surprise and verbal comments from White people that 
they “are so articulate,” when they verbalize ideas or when their academic work is excellent 
(McGee & Kazembe, 2016; Solórzano, 1998). BIPOC also often experience attention from 
Whites to ways in which the dress, behavior, or speech of BIPOC mirror or diverge from 
White normative standards (McGee & Kazembe, 2016). BIPOC often also experience Whites 
making derogatory comments about marginalized groups followed by an expression of their 
individual exception to the stereotype. “You are not like them,” “except for you,” or “You 
are so different from. . . . if only we had more of you!” are common expressions that are 
intended as compliments yet serve to reveal prejudice and negative assumptions about 
minoritized groups (McCabe, 2009; Solórzano, 1998; Solórzano et al., 2000). These kinds of 
racial aggressions are often more difficult to discern as outright racism or sexism and can 
contribute to BIPOC’s perceptions of unwelcome or that they do not fit in (Hurtado et al., 
1996; Sue et al., 2007). 
Studies have demonstrated that even when BIPOC are not explicitly asked to respond 
to issues of racism and sexism in academic spaces, the positioning of being minoritized often 
imposes an internal choice to limit their own voice for psychological protection or a de facto 
silencing or marginalization on their voice (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Stanley, 2006; Steele, 
2016, 2018). Several studies document how BIPOC at HWCUs experience difficulty 
discussing issues of segregation and hostility outside of the safe spaces organized by 
marginalized persons for such discussions (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Smith, 2004b; Steele, 
2016, 2018). For example, in a study conducted by Harper and Hurtado (2007), students, 
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administrators, and staff of color attested that these topics are rarely broached despite a 
conscious awareness across the institution. Faculty and staff in the literature express feeling 
unsafe about sharing their personal opinions about inequity on campus in order not to be 
targeted or othered by their White peers (Steele, 2016). 
BIPOC across roles at HWCUs often take on additional duties to support the 
recruitment and retention of other BIPOC at the university. For example, many faculty, 
administrators, and students engage in mentoring other BIPOC through structured programs 
and organizations (Jayakumar et al., 2009; Nakamura & Shernoff, 2009; Noy & Ray, 2011; 
Osajima, 2009; Steele, 2016; Zambrana et al., 2015). Some BIPOC seek mentors or support 
networks of the same gender and race within one’s role or position at the university (Patton 
& Harper, 2003; Steele, 2016). However, finding mentors in one’s role with the same raced 
and gendered experiences may be more challenging at a HWCU, increasing barriers for 
BIPOC in finding mentors with whom they feel safe, understood, and supported (Patton & 
Catching, 2009). This incredible lack of presence contributes to unique isolation and 
alienation that can lead to student attrition (Tinto, 1993). The availability of such mentors is 
even more limited at the senior administrator and faculty levels as progressive constraints 
within the education pipeline further decrease the numerical presence of BIPOC in these 
roles (Boyd et al., 2010; Zambrana et al., 2015). Because of their gross underrepresentation 
among faculty and administration, BIPOC in these roles are often tapped multiple times to 
serve as the minority voice on mentoring, search committees, and other work (Zambrana et 
al., 2015). 
While mentoring provides many BIPOC an avenue for cultural connection, 
affirmation, and contribution, the overreliance on this group to support themselves requires 
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significant time. This time can compete with traditional requirements for time spent on 
activities leading to academic and professional progress and promotion, leading to over-
taxation (Stanley, 2006; Steele, 2016). Making additional time to support one’s marginalized 
identity group or groups is a particular kind of stress that most White counterparts do not 
have to consider, choose, or carry (Steele, 2016). 
Many BIPOC across roles experience the climate as racially hostile and endure racial 
battle fatigue (Smith et al., 2007; Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). According to Smith et al. (2007), 
racial battle fatigue is “the physiological and psychological strain exacted on racially 
marginalized groups and the amount of energy lost dedicated to coping with racial 
microaggressions and racism” (p. 555). When issues of race emerge, Whites across roles at 
the university complain that they are tired of talking about race, and question why BIPOC do 
not acknowledge and focus more on progress (Flynn, 2015; Harper & Patton, 2007; Patton, 
2016). For many students, faculty and administrators, the desire to support other BIPOC at 
the university and to be part of changing the White supremacist climate for other BIPOC in 
the pipeline is a primary reason for their persistence at the institution (Harper & Hurtado, 
2007). 
There are psychological factors associated with experiencing racism frequently, 
including a unique kind of stress (McGee & Stovall, 2015; Smith et al., 2007; Smith et al., 
2006). Carrying this stress causes BIPOC to navigate these structures in various ways to 
protect themselves, heal themselves, and resist structures of oppression (Smith et al., 2007). 
The literature points to a few common strategies that BIPOC in various roles employ at 
HWCUs to resist, persist, and persevere. I have mentioned mentoring as one of these 
strategies. Mentoring is a particularly useful practice for survival and purpose for BIPOC at 
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HWCUs and many students attribute their success to mentors in different roles at the 
institution (Guiffrida, 2005; Harper & Patton, 2007; Stanley, 2006; Umbach, 2006). These 
students grow up to become faculty and administrators who then mentor other BIPOC at the 
university. By way of this strategy, older faculty, administrators, and students become family 
figures to one another in the form of other-mothers, fathers, cousins, big sisters and brothers 
(Griffin & Reddick, 2011; Guiffrida, 2005). Such persons help undergraduate students of 
color to understand and successfully navigate the academic and social culture at HWCUs 
(Museus & Quaye, 2009). This intentional construction of family who can support each other 
from a shared understanding of social location helps create a sense of home and belonging 
for many BIPOC on predominantly White campuses (Stanley, 2006). 
As a mechanism of resistance and defense to hostile climates, BIPOC often create 
spaces to connect authentically, find spaces of belonging, cope with racial aggressions, and 
preserve their cultural identities (Stanley, 2006). A common practice is to create spaces of 
belonging along racial or gender identities, or the intersection of both (Steele, 2016). Some 
scholars describe these spaces, such as cultural centers, organizations, fraternities and 
sororities, and sister circles, as counterspaces (Guiffrida, 2003; Harper & Quaye, 2007; 
Patton, 2006; Solórzano et al., 2000; Yosso et al., 2009). Some scholars argue that while 
these counterspaces are valuable to the perseverance and psychological self-preservation of 
minoritized persons, they ultimately reinforce isolation and marginalization for BIPOC at 
HWCUs by limiting interactions with White persons and by not disrupting Whiteness in the 
campus environment (Harper & Hurtado, 2007). 
While BIPOC in these groups must all navigate the larger forces of racism and sexism 
and intersections thereof in the academy, there are significant differences in how they may 
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experience these forces and how they may navigate them based on the structure of their role 
and the social location afforded by the particularities therein. The following sections describe 
these differences with respect to each specific role. 
Black Faculty 
There are many different constructions of instructional roles and teaching cultures 
within higher education. This study focuses on faculty of color at four-year HWCUs. The 
construction of tenure culture distinguishes the channels through which power is exercised 
and distributed among faculty from the channels through which power operates within other 
structured roles. A tenure track faculty member in this context typically holds the title of 
professor, with the precursor titles of assistant, associate, and full professor indicating their 
level of experience and rank within the department. Faculty may also hold administrative 
roles within their department in addition to their role as an instructor, such as chair or dean. 
These titles indicate a high level of decision-making power and job security within the 
department and subsequently a high level of social status and rank. The successive titles of 
assistant, associate, and full professor is negotiated through the tenure track process 
comprised of various expectations about the participants’ productivity in the areas of 
research, publishing, teaching, and service, as well as their fit within the department. The 
standards for what is considered productive and the applicant’s fit within the department are 
largely subjective and unstandardized, making successful navigation of the process 
challenging for persons who are unfamiliar with the culture of the department or the 
individuals in power (Aguirre, 2000; Boyd et al., 2010; Williams & Williams, 2006). 
According to the most recent data from the National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES), over 70% of full-time faculty members are White (Gasman et al., 2015; Patton, 
2016). This statistic evidences the lingering effect of legalized racial discrimination and 
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current de facto practices at HWCUs that pose barriers for BIPOC in earning baccalaureate 
and postbaccalaureate degrees. Due to this history, faculty of color are less likely than their 
White peers to be familiar with the culture of academic and the tenure process. Racial and 
gender inequity within the structure of the tenure process and across academia is underscored 
by the existence of programs intended to increase the number of tenured faculty of color and 
women of color (Patton, 2016; Solórzano, 1998). Such efforts recognize several factors that 
disadvantage and constrain opportunities for people of color in pursuit of tenure at HWCUs. 
For example, faculty of color are more likely to engage in research focused on 
communities of color as well as issues of social justice and equity (Arnold, Crawford, & 
Khalifa, 2016; Chang et al., 2013; Stanley, 2006). These foci are less rewarded in academic 
spaces and more likely to be subject to questions about objectivity and validity—evidencing 
a devaluing of epistemologies located in marginalized positionalities and lived experiences 
(Arnold, Crawford, & Khalifa, 2016; Stanley, 2006). Within the tenure track process, 
scholars are often evaluated on the number of sole-author publications, the caliber of journals 
where their work is published, and works cited (Patton, 2016). These measures are imbued 
with assumptions about fairness and neutrality without consideration for the ways they have 
been structured by White males in ways that skew access, favor, and rewards back to White 
males and constrain opportunity for non-White males (Patton, 2016). Scholars of color are 
often under-cited and under-referenced in their fields and experience more barriers in the 
publication process (Delgado, 1984; Patton, 2016). As most journal editors positioned as 
gatekeepers to publication are White men, the review process at HWCUs bends toward to 
White and male perspectives on which topics and styles of writing demonstrate excellence. 
Finding mentors of color along the tenure process who can help them navigate the rules and 
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support the publication process is also difficult for many BIPOC at HWCUs (Stanley, 2006). 
At times, faculty of color also experience advice from other faculty of color about ways to 
survive that ask them to sacrifice their racial or gendered self-awareness and pride (McGee & 
Kazembe, 2016). With fewer citations and publications, it is more challenging to demonstrate 
their deserving of tenure to White-dominated review boards. For these reasons, many faculty 
of color feel that they must work harder than their White counterparts to overcome deficits 
caused by racism in order for their White colleagues to legitimize their work (Laden & 
Hagedorn, 2000). 
Though scholars of color have increased numerically at HWCUs over the past several 
decades, these faculty still face subtle and overt instances of racism and sexism on campus 
and in their departments (Stanley, 2006). For example, studies show that many faculty of 
color experience challenges to their authority, complaints from undergraduate students, and 
negative comments on course evaluations at higher rates than their White colleges (Delgado 
Bernal & Villalpando, 2002; McGowan, 2000; Stanley et al., 2003; Tusmith & Reddy, 2002; 
Vargas, 2002). Some of these complaints are directed at the way faculty of color incorporate 
diverse perspectives in their teaching (Stanley et al., 2003; Vargas, 2002). Faculty of color 
also experience racial isolation and efforts to silence their voices on issues of racism within 
their departments (Cleveland, 2004; Stanley, 2006). Many faculty of color in the literature 
describe the stress of straddling two worlds—one in which they are free to make choices 
authentic to their social location and one in which they must play to rules of White 
supremacy to survive the White and male-dominated academy (Hughes, 2019; Johnsrud & 
Sadao, 1998; Sadao, 2003; Segura, 2003). 
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Faculty of color often carry higher student mentoring loads in comparison to their 
White colleagues because it allows them an opportunity to contribute to the development of 
youth from their communities and a safe space to connect authentically (Stanley, 2006). 
Women of color faculty are also more often called to do mentoring work, which has been 
conceptualized as “other mothering”—a gendered frame for mentoring (Chang et al., 2013; 
Guiffrida, 2005; Stanley, 2006). Male faculty of color may also find themselves with a 
caseload of minoritized male mentees to whom they are father figures because of their 
significant underrepresentation in academic environments (Griffin & Reddick, 2011; Scott, 
2016). However, some male faculty members may distance themselves from familial 
relationships with students to avoid perceptions of impropriety associated with stereotypes 
about Black men in White spaces (Griffin & Reddick, 2011). Faculty of color are important 
to the retention of students of color, helping them to navigate and find belonging and purpose 
at HWCUS and incorporating cultural lenses and epistemologies into the curriculum 
(Robertson, 2012; Umbach, 2006). However, these activities are not typically valued as 
significant considerations for tenure (Chang et al., 2013; Gasman et al., 2015). 
The path to tenure for women of color is made particularly tenuous by the double 
marginalization of women and minoritized racial groups (Berry & Mizelle, 2006; Chang et 
al., 2013; Hirshfield & Joseph, 2012). Female faculty of color are particularly vulnerable to 
racism and sexism and experience racial aggressions at higher rates along these intersections 
(Chang et al., 2013). Female faculty of color are tenured at the lowest rate compared to their 
White and male counterparts (Vargas, 2002). Women of color in faculty roles endure 
scrutiny on matters that their White and male colleagues do not face, including criticism 
about their physical presentation (hair, style of dress), ways of talking, and ways of behaving 
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because they can be different from normalized White and male standards (Ford, 2011). 
Women of color in faculty and administrator roles must also navigate additional layers of 
context that their White and male counterparts do not, including conflicts between 
expectations of their home culture, personal views, and the academy culture about the 
prioritization and navigation of motherhood, romantic partnerships, publishing, and research 
(Boyd et al., 2010; Perna, 2005; Stanley, 2006; Solórzano, 1998). The manner in which 
experiences and epistemologies generated from raising children or being located as a partner 
in a marriage or serious relationship are transfigured from potential points of pride to points 
of pressure along the tenure track illuminates one way patriarchy and White supremacy 
function within purportedly neutral academic policies and processes to marginalize women 
of color in the academy. 
Some scholars have explored the various tactics female faculty of color use to resist, 
challenge, and practice resilience against racism and sexism (Rodriguez, 2006; Thomas & 
Hollenshead, 2001). Acts of rebellion include asserting themselves in nuanced ways, such as 
calling each other doctor in front of colleagues and students to remind others of their 
position, authority, and contribution at the university as well as writing about their 
experiences with racism and sexism in their scholarship (Rodriguez, 2006). Some women of 
color opt to mask the raced and gendered realities of their lived experience in order to move 
risky attention away from factors that distinguish them from their White and male colleagues 
(Rodriguez, 2006). Recognizing the inequitable balance of power among different racialized 
and gendered groups, female faculty of color also at times strategically leverage the resources 




The experiences of Black female faculty highlight their unique intersectional realities 
and how they negotiate pieces of themselves to survive in the academy and the risks they 
take for psychological self-preservation and communal support (Boyd et al., 2010; Gregory, 
2001; Harris, 2007; Stanley, 2006; Thomas & Hollenshead, 2001; Tillman, 2001; Turner & 
Myers, 2000). In her autoethnographic spoken-word piece, Lisa William-White (2011) 
describes feeling responsible for voicing her concern as an act of resistance from her social 
location as a Black female scholar: 
If students feel invisible and marginalized, and I am not a student, should I not be 
concerned? When inter-racial conflict arises between faculty and I am not a party, 
should I not be concerned? When racism and sexism becomes endemic in the 
workplace, and I am not explicitly implicated, should I not be concerned? And when 
the day comes that aggression is hurled at me—will there be any faculty LEFT to be 
concerned. (p. 237) 
William-White’s storytelling illuminates how BIPOC must often choose between their 
professional security and advocating for social justice, knowing that resistance from BIPOC 
is often met with consequence. Scholars of color who speak out against issues of inequity 
often experience scrutiny and backlash from their White colleagues (Harper & Hurtado, 
2007). Speaking to issues of race and racism and sexism have exacerbated costs for faculty of 
color at HWCUs because the majority White administration has the power to punish 
rebellion by withholding resources, opportunities, and promotion (McGee & Kazembe, 2016; 
Stanley, 2006). Even when faculty of color attain tenure at their institution, they are often 
still subjected to marginalizing experiences in their role (Turner, 2002). This experiential 
understanding of their social location—and the pressures of racism and sexism that hold 
them in that location—can silence faculty of color on controversial issues (Stanley, 2006). 
Further, expecting faculty of color to take on the additional responsibilities of recruiting and 
retaining BIPOC within the department, while also expecting them to publish at the same rate 
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and manner as their White colleagues without complaining about inequitable conditions and 
expectations exemplifies the ways a mostly White administration uses, exploits, and controls 
bodies of color. These expectations also reveal how the tenure culture functions in practice to 
control the voices and activities of faculty of color. 
Black Administrators 
Administrators are professionals who lead academic and co-curricular programs and 
initiatives that advance the universities mission. Administrators have several responsibilities, 
including designing the mission and goals for a department, hiring, and supervising the staff 
that coordinate the day-to-day operations of these initiatives, and securing and managing a 
department’s budget. Administrators are also responsible for external relations across the 
university and with other institutions, as well as conducting and reporting outcome 
assessment in relation to university goals. Administrators may hold several titles such as 
Director, Dean, President or Chancellor with precursory titles of assistant and associate or 
vice indicating their rank and status within their department in the pipeline to the more high-
ranking singular title. BIPOC are significantly underrepresented in these roles when 
compared to their White peers. A recent study from the College and University Professional 
Association for Human Resources (CUPA-HR) found that over 85% of senior administrative 
positions are held by Whites (Bichsel & McChesney, 2017). The underrepresentation of 
BIPOC in administrative roles is due to their historically legalized restriction from the 
advanced postsecondary degrees that operate as qualifiers for faculty and administrative 
leadership positions (Gasman et al., 2015; Perna et al., 2007; Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). 
Because most senior administrators holding power for institutional decision-making, hiring, 
and policy practice are White and male, hiring practices and culture have reproduced 
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marginalization and discriminatory practices to the disadvantage of administrators of color 
(Chun & Evans, 2012; Gasman et al., 2015; Ladson-Billings, 1998). 
Less has been written about the experiences of administrators of color in comparison 
to the existing literature on faculty of color and undergraduate students of color (Chun & 
Evans, 2012; Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). Administrators of color at HWCUs frequently 
encounter discrimination, racism, sexism, and racial aggressions like faculty of color (Chun 
& Evans, 2012; Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). For example, administrators of color are often 
forced to play to White male paradigms in order to successfully navigate competition for jobs 
and to keep their job (Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). Unlike the tenure process for faculty 
(however nebulous), there exists no expected successive process or structure for promotion 
and advancement for many university administrative roles (Jackson, 2001). Job searches and 
processes for promotion tend to rely on recommendations from contacts from within the 
majority White organization. This tendency reproduces existing, entrenched White networks, 
and tends to exclude highly qualified minoritized persons from equal consideration (Guillory, 
2001; Scott, 2016). 
There is a paucity of literature focused on the gendered experiences of people of color 
who are administrators at HWCUs (Chun & Evans, 2012; Scott, 2016; Stanley, 2006). 
Reports demonstrate that there are significantly more Black women at HWCUs than Black 
men and more women of color in senior administrative positions than men of color with the 
exception of president or chancellor positions (Frierson et al., 2009; Gasman et al., 2015). 
This trend mirrors the disparity in graduation outcomes between men of color and women of 
color at the undergraduate level. Much of the existing literature is focused on the experiences 
of women of color in administrative roles (Chun & Evans, 2012; Scott, 2016; Steele, 2016, 
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2018). These studies suggest that female administrators of color share raced and gendered 
experiences similar to female faculty of color; however, they may feel even more isolated 
and discriminated against due to their even scarcer representation in upper-administrative 
roles (Gasman et al., 2015; Stanley, 2006). Similarly, Black men are grossly 
underrepresented in senior administrative positions at HWCUs in comparison to male 
administrators at HBCUs, where they are overrepresented in comparison to their female 
counterparts (Gasman & Commodore, 2014; Howard, 2014). 
Many administrators of color are hired in positions that are directly responsible for 
the recruitment and retention of student, faculty, and staff of color on campus (Harper, 2009; 
Scott, 2016). Scott offers that such roles can “pigeonhole” (p. 42) the talents and strengths of 
BIPOC to matters of their own lived experience and personal understanding. While many 
staff and faculty desire to work on these issues because they are close to their own lived 
experience and feel a “calling” to respond via their professional role—others may perceive 
from their higher representation in these roles that BIPOC are not as capable of studying 
issues or leading efforts outside of race (Scott, 2016). In fact, Scott advises Black males who 
are serious about senior administrative roles at HWCUs to avoid such positions in order to be 
seriously considered for broader responsibilities. However, even administrators of color who 
occupy positions that are not related to diversity and inclusion also often find themselves 
being asked to lead programs that increase representation and success of both students and 
faculty of color at the institution (Boyd et al., 2010). 
While doing the work of supporting the persistence of people of color at HWCUs, 
administrators often feel unsafe directly calling attention to racism and sexism because the 
security of administrative positions is particularly vulnerable to White backlash (Chun & 
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Evans, 2012; Harper & Hurtado, 2007). Many administrative positions at HWCUs are 
structured as “at-will,” meaning that they can be dismissed from their positions for any 
reason that is not illegal and without having to demonstrate just cause (Chun & Evans, 2012). 
Chun and Evans describe the position of administrators of color as “tenuous” due to their 
precarious positions, wherein they are expected to support BIPOC through the existing 
university climate without disrupting the White supremacy sustaining that climate or risk 
repercussions to their career and financial stability. To this point, Chun and Evans assert that 
administrators are subject to subtle, indirect extortion and a form of indentured servitude. 
These experiences contribute to higher rates of attrition among administrators of color 
in comparison to their White peers (Chun & Evans, 2012). The loss of administrators of color 
at HWCUs due to racially chilly climates decreases their lack of presence, perspective, and 
voice on critical issues of equity at the university (Chun & Evans, 2012). Since 
undergraduate and graduate students of color often rely on administrators and faculty of color 
for mentoring, role models, and sense of belonging at HWCUs, their loss exacerbates 
feelings of isolation and marginalization for all BIPOC on campus (Campbell & Campbell, 
2007; Steele, 2016; Turrentine & Conley, 2001). The attrition of BIPOC in administrative 
roles also increases opportunities for White-dominated viewpoints to go unchallenged within 
policies and programs that directly impact students and the pipeline to advanced degrees, 
thus reinforcing and regenerating constraints on diversity within the faculty and 
administrative roles. 
A Note About Classism Among Racially Minoritized Personnel 
For the purposes of this study, staff are distinguished from administrators at the 
university and are defined as those tasked with work disconnected from managing academic 
and co-curricular programs. Tasks typically assigned to staff under this definition includes 
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maintaining the university’s physical environment as janitors, landscapers, and bricklayers, 
along with those who run the day-to-day care of the community via food services, postal 
work, and waste management, for example. These occupational roles are broadly classed 
apart from roles where degrees in higher education are typically required. These positions are 
often categorized by human resources to be paid an hourly wage as opposed to an annual 
salary that amounts to lower wages earned annually, more likely to be monitored and 
managed with higher levels of scrutiny on their time—having to clock in and clock out at 
specific hours at risk of consequences to their pay, and less likely to have higher degrees of 
education beyond high school that Black people in roles advancing the academic mission of 
the university. This group is also simultaneously the most vulnerable to punishment and the 
most invisible within the daily life of the university. The tasks associated with their roles 
often confine them to the environmental background or margins, serving food or taking 
payments behind counters, cleaning residence hall bathrooms before the sun comes up so as 
not to be seen or disruptive. It is important to note that Black people and BIPOC are 
generally overrepresented in these roles and underrepresented in administrative roles (Foster, 
2005). The dearth of literature focused on staff experiences on White campuses demonstrates 
their invisibility and devaluation in scholarship though they are critical to maintaining the 
property-related functions of elitism at the institution. This is an area of opportunity for 
scholarship, as I have witnessed a great many Black students at HWCUs connect personally 
with Black staff working in the cafeterias and residence halls as they provide and represent 
spaces of home and support with vernacular and behavioral rituals familiar to the 
communities shared between the two groups. 
 
50 
As understanding storytelling’s presence and potential to influence persistence and 
retention of Black students, administrators and faculty is of particular interest to the goals of 
this study, and whereas the research on their persistence points mostly to their interactions 
among and between these three roles as positively contributing to their success, this study’s 
research design incorporates participant recruitment model more likely to yield responses 
from Black faculty, administrators, and students. The choice to not directly seek participants 
from Black staff as defined by this study’s characterization is not made under the 
presumption that storytelling does not happen for people in such roles among themselves and 
with Black people in other roles. Rather, it is an intentional choice not to expect their 
participation so as not to exacerbate their set-apartness in the ways they are policed, made 
invisible, and rewarded differently in comparison to faculty, administration, and students. 
This set-apartness between Black staff from students, faculty, and administration—and the 
stories that result from being positioned apart yet able to witness daily other possible realities 
at the intersection of race and class—is worthwhile to problematize and examine in another 
study. 
Undergraduate Students and Graduate Students 
The persistence of racial disparities in college retention and graduation has become a 
significant concern for higher education (Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson, 2009; O’Keeffe, 
2013; Strayhorn, 2010; Strayhorn & Terrell, 2010). Numerous studies have pointed to the 
deleterious effects of racism and racial aggressions common to the experiences of students of 
color at HWCUs as significant factors contributing to these inequitable outcomes (Harper & 
Hurtado, 2007; Museus & Quaye, 2009; Robertson, 2012; Saenz et al., 2007; Solórzano et 
al., 2000; Sutton, 2006). Education’s historical rootedness in racism as a structural 
foundation manifests today in more undergraduate students of color likely to identify as first-
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generation college students and to have financial concerns than their White peers (Kim, 
2004; Lundberg et al., 2007; Patton, 2016; Redford et al., 2017; U.S. Department of 
Education, 2016). Many students of color describe carrying an active awareness of their 
differentiated backgrounds, needs, and responsibilities in comparison to their White peers 
and frustration that White faculty, academic advisors, and students often do not understand or 
appreciate why their experiences may be different (Harper & Hurtado, 2007). 
Undergraduate students at HWCUs frequently encounter racial aggressions at nearly 
every enclave of campus life (Patton, 2016). The literature frequently points to experiences 
within residence halls, classroom, the Greek fraternal system, career, and academic advising 
where undergraduate students encounter racial epithets, jokes, slurs, and negative 
assumptions about their academic aptitude and legitimacy at the university (Antonio et al., 
2004; Harper & Patton, 2007; Solórzano et al., 2000). Some of these attacks are presented as 
written threats on the walls or doors of campus buildings or on social media, as verbal 
assaults in person, or as indirect and unintentional slights or comments that render their 
experiences unimportant or invisible in White-dominated spaces (Patton et al., 2017). 
Because most students live on campus, students of color may be more frequently subject than 
faculty and staff to overt acts of racism directed toward them collectively or individually. 
Furthermore, unlike most professionals who live off campus, undergraduate students living 
on campus cannot readily escape to more inclusive spaces. Feeling trapped within the 
campus climate and physical environment exacerbating their feelings of isolation (Patton et 
al., 2017). These social experiences, including mistrust and inequitable access to university 
resources and opportunities, contribute to higher rates of attrition among undergraduate 
students in comparison to their White peers. 
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Over the past two decades, the academic experiences and outcomes for males of color 
has become a dominant national concern (Cuyjet, 2006; Harper, 2006, 2014; Palmer et al., 
2014; Smith et al., 2007). In particular, the challenges facing Black and Latino male 
undergraduates have been especially well documented (Strayhorn, 2010). Black and Latino 
males face low expectations from educators and negative assumptions about their character 
and aptitude in ways that are distinct from their female counterparts (Cuyjet, 2006; Harper, 
2009). Black male students are also more likely than their peers to be expelled or excluded 
from school than peers of another race or gender for the same behavioral transgression 
(Cuyjet, 2006; Howard, 2014; Skiba et al., 2014). Many undergraduate males of color 
express receiving less support from faculty, staff, or administrators in comparison to their 
White and female peers (Cuyjet, 2006; Harper, 2009; Howard, 2014). Because of the 
overrepresentation of Black male athletes in high revenue-generating programs like 
basketball and football, others on campus have difficulty associating them with anything 
outside of their role as an athlete (Moore et al., 2015). Black male athletes are often relegated 
by the program structure of their athletic team to narrow, prescribed academic activities and 
pathways in ways that isolate them to social networks and opportunities within athletics and 
restrict them from the wider university opportunities and supports available to non-athletes. 
This system perpetuates assumptions that males of color are not interested in academic 
endeavors or academic excellence (Harper & Davis, 2012). 
Several scholars have taken an antideficit approach to understanding how 
undergraduate students of color thrive at HWCUs. These accounts show how undergraduate 
students who receive financial support and faculty mentoring and who are actively engaged 
in academic and preprofessional high-impact experiences such as internships, research and 
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global experiences are more likely than undergraduate students of color who are not engaged 
with these experiences (Finley & McNair, 2013; Harper, 2010, 2012; Kuh, 2008). This 
literature demonstrates that students of color often lack the connections and experiences 
associated with White privilege that provide ready access to these opportunities and assert 
that it is the HWCU’s responsibility to ensure these connections are cultivated for the benefit 
of students of color in partnership with BIPOC (Harper, 2009). These scholars have also 
challenged assumptions that female undergraduate students of color are somehow inherently 
more effective at navigating inequity at HWCUs or less subject to racism and sexism. Rather, 
these scholars encourage a reexamination of the unique strength and resilience of females of 
color that results from their intersectional realities and the intricate history of raced and 
gendered oppression in academia for insight into gender disparities within retention and 
graduation rates (McGuire et al., 2014). 
Most literature about the experiences of Black students in higher education are 
focused on undergraduate students (Alexander & Bodenhorn, 2015). Considering that Black 
graduate students were undergraduate students, their backgrounds, and experiences at 
HWCUs are carried with them into the academic environment. Racially minoritized graduate 
students are less likely than peers of other races to earn their degree (Rogers & Molina, 
2006). Scholars have provided insights into the issues confronting graduate students at 
HWCUs that may be different from undergraduates, such as social integration into the 
academic department under which they study, funding and other financial issues, new 
challenges interacting with faculty (Felder et al., 2014; Gardner & Barker, 2015; Patton & 
Catching, 2009; Patton & Harper, 2003; Strayhorn, 2010). In particular, Patton and Harper 
(2003) note the challenges students of color, women in particular, have in finding mentors 
 
54 
that will support their academic development as well as their need for social and emotional 
support. 
The literature offers insight into how Black graduate students who attended 
historically Black colleges or universities (HBCUs) for their undergraduate education may 
experience a different sense of community and family at the HWCU, wherein at their HBCU, 
they felt part of a supportive family and whereas at an HWCU, they had to find community 
and family (Alexander & Bodenhorn, 2015). Many Black graduate students describe the 
importance of talking with communities of support as helping them to persist through 
feelings of discouragement. In a study conducted by Alexander and Bodenhorn, participants, 
all Black women with undergraduate degrees from an HBCU, noted the importance of having 
a “sounding board” (p. 263) to process their experiences. The sounding board for participants 
of this study included family, friends, mentors, and romantic partners (Alexander & 
Bodenhorn, 2015). 
Student Activism 
In recent years, a growing number of students—undergraduate and graduate—at 
various HWCUs have expressed their dissatisfaction with their institutions’ responses to 
racism and sexism in unprecedented ways (Cole & Heinecke, 2017; Ellin, 2016; Halewood, 
2016; Hughes, 2019; Jones & Reddick, 2017; Pauly & Andrews, 2015; Ruff, 2016; Wong & 
Green, 2016). For example, students have protested, rallied, written open letters to the 
administration and published requests in public and social media forums asking for the 
removal of Confederate monuments, the renaming of buildings honoring racist and sexist 
university benefactors, as well as the removal and replacement of senior administrators and 
faculty perceived as sympathetic to White supremacist tendencies (Patton, 2016; Patton et al., 
2017). Prominent student athletes in revenue sports have successfully used their position to 
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force action rather than prose regarding these issues by signing public letters or even refusing 
to play (Jones & Reddick, 2017). As institutions suffer financially and in social status when 
they appear racist and unwelcoming of marginalized persons, this high level of pervasive 
public attention resulted in increased symbolic action from some HWCUs such as statements 
from high-ranking administrators, task forces, public forums, committees, and climate studies 
(Halewood, 2016; Patton, 2016; Smith, 2009). A CRT informed view of these statements 
holds them as dominant narratives in action – typically designed to protect the university’s 
reputation and seldom result in transformative action that will disrupt existing practices or 
policies perpetuating White privilege (Patton, 2016). Still, some institutions have responded 
with more transformative action in response to this form of student protest. For example, the 
Concerned Student 1950 movement at the University of Missouri included a strike from the 
highly profitable football team, forcing the resignation of the chancellor (Halewood, 2016; 
Ruff, 2016). However, it is important to note that this action was taken as a direct response to 
a threat to the HWCU’s reputational interests and power, and not as a means of atonement 
for the racial wrong doings of its leadership or history of white supremacy. 
Activism from students of color is certainly not a new phenomenon (Biondi, 2012; 
Broadhurst, 2014; Munson, 2010; Patton, 2006; Patton et al., 2017; Rhoads, 1998; Rojas, 
2007). It is activism from previous generations of students of color and White allies that 
improved current conditions and outcomes for BIPOC at HWCUs (Biondi, 2012; Munson, 
2010; Patton, 2006; Patton et al., 2017; Rojas, 2007). My literature review demonstrates that 
many BIPOC across roles at the university have experienced the same forms of 
marginalization, discrimination, and isolation in their academic lives. Because of these 
shared experiences and understanding, many faculty and administrators share students’ 
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frustration with institutional responses to inequity (William-White, 2011). Yet, despite this 
common phenomenological enemy, recent studies show that conflict exists between 
undergraduate students, faculty, and staff at HWCUs on how to collectively resist and 
challenge systems of inequity on their campuses (Halewood, 2016; Malik, 2001; Quaye, 
2007). Per my own recent experiences, observation and conversations at my institution, such 
tension exists also between faculty and administrators of color and students of color. This 
conflict may contribute to tensions resulting in distancing, siloing, and mistrust between 
BIPOC occupying these three roles—tensions that may ultimately detract from the collective 
goal of advancing equity at their institutions. 
It is important to make clear that this study is primarily focused on understanding 
how intragroup counter-storytelling is experienced among a diverse group of Black students 
and personnel broadly. It is not within the scope of the study to interrogate the dynamics of 
gender, generation, role, and class on the participant’s standpoints regarding the racial 
tensions on campus or how they navigated the experience of storytelling. However, ignoring 
the real influence of these factors on how storytelling is experienced would be negligent if 
not irresponsible under the intersectionality principles of CRT and my own epistemology as a 
Black woman scholar. As such, this literature review makes note of how factors of gender, 
role, class, and generation may influence the kinds of experiences Black individuals may 
have at an HWCU and thusly the kinds of stories they are likely to feel compelled to share. 
These differentiated experiences sifted through the filter of positionality will be noted in the 
data collection process and the analysis as additional elements to consider alongside the 
critical data most pertinent to the research questions which focus on Black students and 
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personnel more broadly. Implications of gendered and generational differences are discussed 
in the latter chapters of this report. 
Considering Tensions and Standpoint Between Black Students and Personnel 
Recently at my own university during a gathering of allies for a pressing social justice 
issue, a Black undergraduate student cried out directly to faculty and administrators of color, 
“Where were you when [incident occurred]? We looked for you, we needed you, and you 
were not there.” This student was no doubt speaking to the sentiments of a larger peer group, 
capturing feelings of racial battle fatigue and isolation that many undergraduate student 
activists may carry as they press their universities for radical social justice action. Within the 
same frame of discourse around recent activism at my university, I have been present for 
individual and small-group conversations among administrators and staff of color who worry 
that their students are not being smart about their strategies, that the manner of their actions 
will backfire or put their academic and personal futures and safety in jeopardy, and that some 
of their verbalized arguments and demands are built on immediate, underexamined emotion 
instead of deep experiential knowledge, well-researched ideas, and thoughtful rhetoric. The 
emergence of these conflicting perspectives—expressed in the confidences of within-group 
discussion—can increase perceptions of inter and interracial conflict and racial battle fatigue 
for all involved. 
Within the example above, BIPOC can other those occupying different roles at the 
university by pointing to and judging differences in perspective and strategies employed by 
persons in those roles to address a shared social problem. Even when many experiences with 
inequity are shared across one group defined by their racial and gendered marginalization, 
differences of within-group social location can contribute to diverging perspectives on a 
particular social issue. For this reason, exploring the intersection of race and gender without 
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the interlocking influence of class status is insufficient to understand factors of social 
location and perspective (Collins, 1997). Social location is informed by group identity 
characteristics, including race, gender, age, and role, within a particular socially constructed 
world (Collins, 1997; Weber, 2010). In the world of HWCUs, faculty, staff, and students of 
color occupy different group roles, and those role-based groups are assigned and afforded 
different modes of privilege, subordination, and access by design of their role at the 
university. Faculty, staff, and students are likely to experience different points of social 
pressure and constraint on their voices and self-expression regarding race or gender issues. 
The pressure points experienced by each respective role-based group can contribute to shared 
standpoints—epistemologies—within that group on how to navigate them. 
Social location can also be informed by age because length of life provides different 
time frames within which a person can work toward particular kinds of social capital that 
provide access to particular roles within higher education (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 1992; Holland et al., 2007; Weber, 2010). Age also pinpoints the historical time 
frame within which a person interacts with systems of social power. People within the same 
age range are commonly grouped as a generation. A generation experiences the transition 
from childhood to adulthood within the same historical time frame and interact with the 
social politics indicative of that era (Weber, 2010). I suggest that experiencing the same 
kinds of social events at the same point in history and at the same point in the lifespan from a 
shared location of marginality, in tandem with experiencing the same expressions of 
oppression and modes of power within the structure of a particular role, can contribute to 
shared standpoints within the respective roles of faculty, administrator, and undergraduate 
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student. Diverging perspectives generated by diverging standpoints may contribute to 
different perspectives among BIPOC on how best to respond to equity issues at HWCU. 
First, I will call on the existing literature to explain the relationship between age, 
generation, role, power, and standpoint. BIPOC at HWCUs represent a wide range of 
generational cohorts. Because the attainment of academic and professional credentials and 
experience required for the position of faculty and administrator can take years post 
bachelor’s degree to acquire, it is reasonable to assume that faculty and staff are more likely 
than undergraduate students to belong to at least one, if not two, preceding generational 
cohorts. At the time of this study, it is possible to have Baby Boomers, Generation X, and 
Millennials and the first year of Generation Z working as faculty members or administrators 
or enrolled as undergraduate students. Individuals within each of these generational cohorts 
are likely to have a markedly different lived experience with racism and sexism. For 
example, Baby Boomers of color—born between 1946 and 1964—are highly likely to have 
experienced some of their precollege education in racially segregated public schools, to have 
experienced overt acts of racism and sexism during a time when such acts were legally and 
socially permissible, to have attended an HBCU, and to have witnessed some aspect of the 
civil rights movement during their youth in real time (Wiedmer, 2015). In contrast, 
Millennials (born 1981–1996) and post-Millennials (born after 1997), sometimes referred to 
as Gen Z, are highly likely to include access to the internet and social media as a normative 
part of their youth experience, to have attended schools where diversity and inclusion were 
espoused values of the institution, to have witnessed the election of the first Black American 
president and the succession of Donald Trump into the presidency, and to have witnessed or 
experienced some aspect of the controversy engendered by these administrations’ contrasting 
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social views (Wiedmer, 2015). Given these experiences, BIPOC within these different 
generational cohorts may have different understandings about what kinds of social 
advancements are possible, what strategies of activism are possible and effective, and what 
risks are associated with advocating for those advancements given their generational 
perception of available and effective strategies. 
Age and generation often parallel the successive and hierarchical nature of roles 
within university systems. BIPOC who are earlier in their school trajectories and careers are 
likely to be younger than those more advanced within their career and education. Currently 
enrolled undergraduate students are more likely to be between the ages of 18 and 24, falling 
within the social lived experiences common among Generation Z. Because an undergraduate 
degree is a foundational requirement for a master’s degree and a terminal degree (typical 
requirements for administrator and faculty positions), current administrators and faculty are 
more likely to fall within the Millennial, Generation X, and Baby Boomer generations. 
Because qualification for most senior positions at HWCUs requires more than a decade of 
leadership experience, administrators, and faculty at the very highest level of rank within 
their role at the institution are likely to fall within older generational cohorts, including 
Generation X and Baby Boomers. 
Youth and inexperience can translate to lower social and other capital in certain 
university contexts in comparison to their more senior peers. Certain kinds of social capital 
afforded by age (generation) and experience, such as networks with significant financial 
resources and educational and professional experience, often coincide with more senior roles. 
Therefore, groups with higher levels of capital valued in academia may be more adept at 
exercising it within the context of social activism at HWCUs. However, the time-bound 
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social realities available within each generation’s youth development also afford each group 
with different levels of connectedness to that era’s available tools and ideas for social 
activism as well as different proclivities for innovative thinking. 
For example, younger BIPOC may express themselves differently than older 
generations of BIPOC within the academy, especially around issues of social justice. 
Undergraduate students and younger faculty are more likely than older faculty and 
administrators to challenge issues of racism aggressively and directly on campus (McGee & 
Kazembe, 2016). Undergraduate students are also more likely to use strategies that leverage 
digital and social media to draw attention to a wide variety of equity issues (Harper & 
Hurtado, 2007). The nature of digital news ensures the rapid, immediate proliferation of 
information about these incidences, putting institutions under a microscope of national 
scrutiny and pressure in a manner that was not possible in prior decades absent technology 
(Patton et al., 2017). The availability of this technology and youth’s proclivity for leveraging 
it as a primary communication mechanism play a major part in increasing public awareness 
of racial and gender-related inequity for Whites in positions of power, pulling White 
supremacy out from the shadows of race-neutral policies and diversity marketing slogans and 
into mainstream consideration. 
Given their previous experiences with racism, older generations may resist the 
younger generations’ activism strategies and question the validity and nature of their 
oppression on campus. Furthermore, generation and age also carry a particular kind of capital 
within many communities of color, wherein respect for and deference to older persons are 
highly valued and socially demanded (Dixon et al., 2008; Stebleton & Aleixo, 2015). This 
kind of capital is often exercised by older generations to check (disrupt) the behaviors and 
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perspectives of youth to reestablish power hierarchies within the context of the youth and 
elder relationship and to support youth’s racial socialization process in ways that privilege 
the epistemology of the elder. In practice, for example, I am personally privy to faculty and 
administrators on my campus checking the opinions and experiences of youths in small-
group discussions and public forums regarding issues of social justice. These acts, from my 
understanding, were intended to lovingly redirect youths’ thinking and behaviors toward acts 
perceived as more productive by elders from a deeper well of knowledge (i.e., the knowledge 
of elders). Despite this intention, this kind of judgmental action and exertion of power can 
cause conflict between generations of BIPOC (Dixon et al., 2008). 
In addition to generational proclivities for modes of expression and cultural 
expectations about respect for elders, the roles of faculty, administrators, and undergraduate 
students are associated with social rules for behavior as well as different consequences for 
infractions. Awareness of these rules and consequences can influence the way faculty, 
administrators, and students engage in activism on campus. For example, my literature 
review reveals how faculty and staff of color experience direct and indirect threats to their 
professional careers when they speak out against forms of oppression at HWCUs. These 
careers took years of financial, personal, and psychological sacrifice to obtain and likely 
support the health and wellness of their families. The threat of losing one’s job and damaging 
one’s career prospects locates faculty and administrators of color in a different space of 
oppressional pressure than undergraduate students, who are not typically fully engaged in a 
career. This unique location of social pressure forces faculty and administrators of color to 
consider strategies for resistance that are less likely to have a damaging effect on their 
professional security and their families’ well-being. 
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These points of pressure are split, multiplied, and magnified by the intersection of 
racial and gendered realities and microlevels of hierarchical appointments within each 
respective role. For example, in comparison to their more senior colleagues, entry-level and 
mid-level administrators of color are more likely to feel powerless to speak out on issues of 
oppression among Whites in comparison to their more senior colleagues because their 
positions are insecure (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). Even very senior 
administrators are subject to strategic dismissal or conditions that force them to resign or 
leave under the governance of mostly White boards and wealthy university benefactors. This 
is a reality that tenured faculty are less likely to encounter given the employment security 
offered by the tenure rank (Zeine et al., 2012). At the intersection of racial and gender 
marginalization, a woman in a senior faculty or administrative role may choose to measure 
her words more diplomatically for fear of being labeled “angry” and “difficult to work with.” 
These are raced and gendered stereotypes attributed to Black women by Whites when they 
step out of the bounds of approved (subordinated, docile, controlled) behavior (Griffin, 
2012). 
Undergraduate activists of color also have much to lose, albeit perhaps under 
different points of pressure. Students at different points in their undergraduate careers may be 
less likely to engage visibly in activism on campus because doing so may impact their 
reputation and access to preprofessional opportunities, resources such as grants or 
scholarships, mentoring opportunities, and graduate school. Furthermore, their increased 
involvement in the physical form of activism on campus may result in different 
manifestations of racial battle fatigue, isolation, and marginalization on campus. These 
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experiences can lead to diminished academic success and thusly limited professional 
networks of opportunities in their future. 
Students of color may experience more solidarity in expressing opposition to raced 
and gendered oppression among their peers because there are numerically more students than 
faculty and staff. Because their underrepresentation is magnified at higher levels, faculty and 
staff may feel they are more likely to further marginalize or make “outsiders” of themselves 
if they speak out, forcing them to consider alternative forms of resistance (Jackson & 
O’Callaghan, 2011; Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015). For this reason, and owing to the expectations 
associated with their roles, many faculty of color may be more likely to write about their 
experiences in their scholarship as a form of resistance and challenge. Administrators may 
also publish written work or present at conferences to express their opinions about inequity at 
their institutions. However, the spaces where professionals tend to resist and challenge are 
designed for such discourse and may be less visibly or immediately disruptive in comparison 
to student protests. In the vein of Audre Lorde’s (1984) assertion that the master’s tools 
cannot dismantle his house, students may feel that administrators and faculty are taking a 
safe way out—protecting their professional positions and general wellness under the guise of 
activism. 
While many faculty and administrators of color support undergraduate students’ 
efforts, a criticism of this generation from previous generations—including faculty and staff 
of color—is that they demand immediate results without significant struggle (in comparison 
to previous generations). Previous generations may also perceive the current generation of 
undergraduate students as thin-skinned individuals who have been raised to believe that 
adults should immediately work to dismantle any circumstances of discomfort, indicating 
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that some older faculty and staff may view persisting through some social inequity as a rite of 
passage for BIPOC in academic and professional spaces. In contrast, Halewood (2016) 
offered that the current generation is empowered with knowledge that change is possible 
through their education about older generations’ activism and are resourceful enough to 
apply pressure in the right places to force HWCUs to respond (Halewood, 2016; Quaye, 
2007). 
Just as BIPOC carve out spaces for themselves against White spaces, so do BIPOC 
for the purpose of within-group connection among faculty, staff, and undergraduate roles. As 
Harper and Hurtado (2007) suggested, such enclaves based on shared experiences can be 
very valuable but ultimately may serve to perpetuate isolation from other groups. This is 
particularly problematic when such siloing happens within groups seeking a collective goal 
(Collins, 1993b). This siloing also happens along lines of racial or gender identity, forcing 
individuals to privilege different associations of identity-based experience with oppression 
and epistemologies over others (Collins, 1993b). For example, there has been a tendency to 
focus on addressing the experiences of either men or women of color in the academy. The 
energy given to this kind of judgment about which experiences and viewpoints are more 
deserving of consideration limits possibilities for collective understanding about the ways 
racism, sexism, and classism function to keep all BIPOC—regardless of rank and role—in 
subordinate positions in comparison to their White peers within those roles and across broad 
society (Collins, 1993b; Crenshaw, 1991). 
For example, to advance in academic settings, BIPOC at HWCUs participate in 
structured pathways that are designed to reproduce hierarchical divisions and silos of 
experiential divergence. The different modes of power, privilege, and oppression associated 
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with these structured pathways and factors of our generational experiences deeply influence 
the perceptions of and relationships between BIPOC at HWCUs (Collins, 1993b). Divergent 
experiences produced at the intersection of racism, sexism, and classism constrain BIPOC’s 
ability to connect and empathize with one another even as we actively engage in dialogue 
across differences because our positions are structured to other each other and to privilege 
our own standpoints over others (Collins, 1993b). According to Delgado (1989), “class-based 
isolation prevents the hearing of diverse stories and counter-stories. It diminishes the 
conversation through which we create reality, construct our communal lives” (p. 2439). 
Acknowledging that dividing marginalized groups into smaller marginalized groups is both a 
by-product and an enabler of White supremacy and oppression, BIPOC at HWCUs should 
engage in “protracted cultural and intellectual warfare” against division (Al-Hadid, 2004, p. 
206; also, Carruthers, 1999; Collins, 1993b; Freire, 2000; Weber, 2010). According to 
Delgado (1989), storytelling is the “cure” to “shatter complacency and challenge the status 
quo” (p. 2414) of groups in power and provides strength and connectedness for groups whose 
power is oppressed by the ingroup. As such, I believe that storytelling holds power as a 
weapon in warfare against division for Black students and personnel at HWCUs. 
Storytelling and Coping for Black People 
Before humans developed the practice of writing, oration was the purveyor of 
knowledge, wisdom, and history from generation to generation (Cruikshank, 2002). The 
practice of telling stories in which a person or persons recount their version of a connected 
set of experiences is one way by which humans ascribe meaning to experiences and 
contextualize the significance of events in history (Fiese & Spagnola, 2005; McLean et al., 
2007; Sandelowski, 1991). Stories are part of everyday life and can be moralistic, can 
entertain, or can chronicle events (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). Stories are also used to  
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construct and to share cultural values, meanings, and personal experiences. They also 
express—and indeed enact—the social conditions of power and influence in everyday 
life. Talk-and stories form part of everyday talk- and is selected and performed to an 
audience. (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 76) 
Narratives do more than chronicle the elements of circumstance in the social context of time 
and place. Stories can also offer a “moral force” and “healing power” (Sandelowski, 1991, p. 
161). 
African American oral tradition is rooted in the diaspora of Black people through the 
Atlantic slave trade, slavery, and the Confederate Southern states to which they were first 
brought (Austen, 2001; Jones, 1991). Oral narration as tradition in Africa evolved as 
enslaved persons were denied their native cultural mechanisms for communicating, including 
any drawing, writing, singing, instrumentation, or speaking in their native languages, and 
were forced to adopt the English language (Gates, 1989; Jones, 1991). In the African 
tradition from which African American tradition brings its framework, storytelling was a 
celebrated, artistic skill that brought communities together to entertain. Then there are the 
griots—honored elders who kept and conveyed the social, cultural history of a people. While 
the position of griot and storyteller in many West African communities was a coveted 
occupation or inherited responsibility, these roles morphed and survived under the oppressive 
contexts of American slavery where ordinary men and women became responsible 
connectors to history of a people oppressed to own and declare their own narratives (Goss & 
Barnes, 1989). Minimizing opportunity for shared understanding through verbal 
communication has long been a global practice of social division and control over racially 
oppressed groups (Kamwangamalu, 1999). As Gates (1989) described, 
the strictest, most brutal forms of punishment were meted out to those Africans 
insistent upon retaining their own languages calling themselves by their true names, 
or those insistent upon continuing those cultural practices, such as religious 
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ceremonies, that they had brought with them through the barbarous Middle Passage. 
(p. 15) 
The resilience of Black people forcibly brought to the United States and stripped of their 
cultural tools is articulated in the metamorphosis of Black stories across history. African 
enslaved individuals, in self-determination and resistance, cultivated new iterations of 
language, tradition, and culture that merged adaptation to the oppressor’s culture and their 
own memories of home (Gates, 1989). Freed slaves who learned to write often wrote down 
their own accounts of slavery (Blassingame, 1975). Black people in America also adapted 
under slavery to draw strength from Christian Bible stories of oppressed people and built on 
these stories to shape their own narratives of spiritual resilience and faith about rewards 
beyond earthly lives of bondage (Bell, 1987; Coates, 2019; Lynn & Dixson, 2013). 
Stories among the Black enslaved became a means of not allowing our history to die 
or to be reconstructed by our oppressors during a time when writing such histories was 
nefariously punished (Gates, 1989). It also became a means of transmitting genealogies, 
ideas, inspiration, pain, and hope for a better future. Often, hope for a better future is 
commingled with memories of ancestors or of the narrator’s own life enduring the stress and 
subjugation of racial oppression. Contemporary author Ta-Nehisi Coates, in his own 
storytelling both autoethnographic and fictional, weaves in this idea of remembering so as 
not to lose sight of the wisdom, endurance, power, and resilience of the ancestors. His 2019 
fictional novel The Water Dancer is built upon the idea that Black stories construct the tracks 
of the railways and the bridges across which our collective resilience as a people is 
conducted. The Water Dancer, though a fictional novel, was born of researching factual 
accounts of memories exposed through the narratives of Black enslaved people, detailing 
how the stories gave the narrator and the listener deeper understanding and motivation to 
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endure and prevail against the persistence of racism in America at its worst (Coates, 2019). 
Storytelling often took place in the privacy of space among other slaves, avoiding the brutal 
ears and intentions of those who incorporated violence as a means of silencing the powerful 
fleet of human beings catalyzing their livelihoods on the plantations of the American South. 
Stories can also make plain intersectional realities of people who are marginalized 
and minoritized in multiple ways. Per Amoah (1997), 
sharing stories creates a network. The strength of the network stems from an 
understanding that human experience is the basis for Narrative, and that Narrative is, 
in turn, a credible basis for theory. In my view, it is the method of Black Feminist 
Theory. (p. 85) 
Amoah offered that theories about lived realities are built from stories, become a 
representation of these stories, and re-present from position of privilege within the academy. 
Black women have theorized about dynamics of power through their testimonies throughout 
history though only recently—through struggle—were granted access to academic spaces 
where they could verbalize their truths to a broader audience. Black feminist thought and 
theory in application pays homage to Black women’s realities by sharing their stories as they 
present naturally as part of the common traditional experiences associated Black women’s 
culture wherein sharing stories can also help mitigate the pain associated with “being denied 
full belonging” across multiple social contexts (Amoah, 1997). 
U.S. psychologist Donald Meichenbaum (2006) suggested that self-narrative and 
group narrative can mitigate the deleterious effects of trauma and encourage healing 
processes of psychological resilience. Specifically, he suggested that human beings are 
storytellers and account makers of traumatic experiences and that the nature of the story’s 
content—being negatively or positively oriented—influences levels of distress versus 
resilience and the orientation of future thinking and meaning making for the storyteller and 
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the listener (Meichenbaum, 2006). Experiencing racism is to experience violence, and 
enduring racism is to endure trauma (Baldwin et al., 2003; Krieger, 1999; McGee & Stovall, 
2015; Williams & Mohammed, 2009). Across the diaspora of Black history, storytelling has 
served as an influential cultural practice and act of resistance and resilience through the 
traumas of enslavement, segregation, and prejudice made allowable through racism. When 
stories are shared among Black people in similar oppressive circumstances, it serves to offer 
insight among other Black individuals for persistence during times of challenge and crisis in 
the society writ large and within the institutions they navigate that reflect White supremacist 
ideologies about race and power.  
Coping for Black Students and Personnel at HWCUs 
The preceding sections highlight the ways in which race and racism play a significant 
role in the experiences of many Black undergraduate and graduate students, administrators, 
and faculty at HWCUs and how such experiences create conditions that mitigate sense of 
belonging, perceptions of support, access to opportunities and resources, and overall 
persistence and success at the university (Feagin & Sykes, 1995; Husband, 2016; Louis et al., 
2016; Reynolds, Sneva, & Beehler, 2010). According to this literature review, Black students 
and personnel engage in several strategies to cope with these conditions, including engaging 
in supportive relationships with other Black individuals on campus, limiting or controlling 
their own voice on issues of race, racism, visibility and power, engaging in various forms of 
activism, distancing themselves from certain relationships or sharing personal insights on 
their experiences and perspectives, and for some, leaving the institution (Alexander & 
Bodenhorn, 2015; Boyd et al., 2010; Chun & Evans, 2012; Cole & Heinecke, 2017; Ellin, 
2016; Halewood, 2016; Griffin & Reddick, 2011; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hughes, 2019; 
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Jones & Reddick, 2017; Pauly & Andrews, 2015; Rodriguez, 2006; Ruff, 2016; Stanley, 
2006; Steele, 2016, 2018; Wong & Green, 2016; Zambrana et al., 2015).  
Among these coping strategies, engaging in connection through the exchange of 
experiences with individuals both inside and outside the university emerged frequently as a 
coping practice among Black students and personnel. Griffin (2006) and Guiffrida & Douthit 
(2010) identified encouraging and supportive family relationships as positive influences on 
motivation and persistence for successful Black students at HWCUs. Black organizations for 
students and personnel offered spaces to counter the dominant narratives at HWCUs with 
their own narratives about their racialized experiences (Cuyjet, 2006; Goodwill, Watkins, 
Johnson, & Allen, 2018; Harper & Quaye, 2007; Husband, 2016; Patton & Harper, 2003). In 
general, talking with other Black individuals about shared racialized experiences at the 
university was referenced as critical components of coping with and persisting through those 
experiences (Alexander & Bodenhorn, 2015; Stanley, 2006).  Gender may also influence 
how racial and academic stressors and associated coping mechanisms - including talk, 
narratives, and storytelling – may manifest differently for Black men and women in various 
roles within an HWCU environment (Goodwill, Watkins, Johnson, & Allen, 2018; Watkins 
et al. 2007).
Storytelling and Bridging Standpoints 
Critical feminist scholars, including Patricia Hill Collins, Gloria Anzaldúa, and Ana 
Louise Keating, remind today’s faculty, administrators, and students that the act of 
connecting our stories holds power to cut through the interlocking influences of oppression 
that threaten our solidarity and advancement toward collective liberation. Their scholarship 
reminds BIPOC that our diverging standpoints need not be points of opposition. Rather, they 
can be powerful points of converging power. 
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In “Toward a New Vision: Race, Class and Gender as Categories of Analysis and 
Connection,” Collins (1993b) offered that BIPOC can transcend barriers posed by social 
location by adjusting our mind-sets about the nature of these socially constructed, categorical 
differences. In the same way that a key fits into the hole of a lock, it is possible for BIPOC in 
different positions to take in one another’s understandings and resources in ways that open 
possibilities and leverage a more comprehensive coalition of strength. Rather than resisting, 
judging, or distancing ourselves from one another, we will need to listen to each other and 
embrace our different locations of power to effect real change (Collins, 1993b). For example, 
opinions and ideas from students of color are often dismissed and devalued in academic 
settings (Delgado Bernal & Villalpando, 2002). Faculty and administrators of color should 
recognize students as “holders and creators of knowledge” with critical power to teach across 
generations and affect transformative social change. Such recognition does not need to come 
at the expense of youths’ respect for elders. In fact, validating youths’ capacity to build and 
improve upon the work of previous generations can open pathways back into the elders’ 
epistemological reservoirs in ways that bolster broader awareness of and renewed gratitude 
for their efforts. Elders who welcome youths to express themselves differently in response to 
social problems are likely to inspire innovative thinking around social justice (Quaye, 2007). 
In a reference to the way younger generations revised her seminal work This Bridge 
Called My Back, Gloria Anzaldúa welcomes emerging scholars to “continue the dialogue, 
rethink old ideas, and germinate new theories” (p. 2) to combat new structures of oppression 
(Anzaldua & Keating, 2002). To validate youths’ approaches, faculty and administrators of 
color may need to remind themselves that students are not responding to discomfort but are 
attempting to radically challenge systems of racism and gender associated with White 
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supremacy (Halewood, 2016; Young, 2016). Faculty and administrators may also need to 
reframe their lens on the current experiences of undergraduate students of color to appreciate 
their grit (Halewood, 2016). Though oppression may present in different ways than it did in 
previous generations, it does not mean these experiences do not accumulate in deleterious 
ways or that students are less resilient in their efforts to navigate it (Patton et al., 2017; 
Quaye, 2007). 
Inquiry about mechanisms to encourage empathy and connection across experiences 
for faculty, administrators, and students of color should examine within-group difference 
(Collins, 1993b; Crenshaw, 1991). This examination will be empowering if predicated on the 
goals of listening, affirmation, and social reconstruction rather than a comparative judgment 
on the validity or weight of a group’s experience with domination or oppression (Collins, 
1993b; Crenshaw, 1991). Within CRT, storytelling is a mechanism for helping people 
outside a particular location of marginalization understand how that marginalization is 
experienced, reinforced, and made possible (Delgado, 1989). 
In this vein, storytelling has the potential also to help illuminate and validate different 
experiential realities for BIPOC within and across different university roles, including 
realities of oppression and epistemological strategies and social capital for exercising 
resistance, interest convergence, and mutual support. Storytelling can also disrupt dominant 
narratives by elucidating how systems of oppression interlock to impact BIPOC in everyday 
interactions and circumstances. Informal storytelling as a form of teaching is a common 
component of mentoring and racial socialization among BIPOC (Burt, 2009; Greene, 1990; 
Harrell, 2000). Storytelling can help members of oppressed groups heal collectively and 
contributes to group self-preservation, empowering a collective epistemology that can serve 
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as a marker of hope during threatening times (Delgado, 1989). Furthermore, storytelling can 
be a catalyst for dialogue between groups that feel distinct in their experiences by cultivating 
empathy and appreciation for others’ experiences (Black, 2008). 
Storytelling Within Critical Race Theory 
CRT architect Derrick Bell (as cited in Lynn & Dixson, 2013) asserted that narratives 
are aligned with “how the human mind makes sense of an experience” (p. 185). 
Understanding the context of meaning making of life experiences, including the lived 
realities of social position informed by racism, is critical to CRT traditions. Counter-stories 
are those designed specifically to challenge the dominant group’s denial of Black experiences 
within White-dominated social institutions, such as education (Lynn & Dixson, 2013). 
Counter-stories can contribute to a sense of community among minoritized and marginalized 
people, force a new lens on phenomena that are underexamined due to their taken-for-granted 
nature, and be used as tools for enriching understanding about social realities (Lynn & 
Dixson, 2013; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Written and verbalized personal narratives, 
narratives about others, and composite narratives built from empirical data of lived events are 
three kinds of counter-stories discussed within critical race methodologies in qualitative 
research that can be exemplified through approaches such as interviews, fieldwork, 
observation and field notes, and document analysis (Lynn & Dixson, 2013; Solórzano & 
Yosso, 2002). This study opens the door to understanding the ways in which Black people 
are sharing stories, including if they are sharing them in the form of and for the purposes of 
counter-story defined within CRT and critical race methodologies. 
Two principles of CRT are to validate the experiences of Black people and to disrupt 
dominant narratives about dynamics of racial power within American social structures. 
Storytelling is referenced widely in the CRT literature to speak truth to power about the 
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racialized experiences of Black people in White institutions. CRT scholar Richard Delgado 
(1989) asserted that storytelling has power to subvert the security of dominant narratives by 
disrupting the constructed realities where group supremacy based on race, gender, or other 
social constructions is natural and fair: 
For stories create their own bonds, represent cohesion, shared understandings, and 
meanings. The cohesiveness that stories bring is part of the strength of the outgroup. 
An outgroup creates its own stories, which circulate within the group as a kind of 
counter-reality. (p. 2412) 
He goes further to say that storytelling is a “cure” for disillusion, acting to open mind-sets to 
the existence and validity of other lived realities and to the value of considering shared 
humanity. Delgado called stories that push against dominant narratives counter-stories to 
acknowledge their purpose and influence on discourse and perspectives connected to 
racialized dynamics of power. Delgado offered that storytelling can create relationships and 
connections for those who feel outcast from a dominant group as their stories reflect mutual 
understanding of their circumstances. Delgado further offered that the storyteller benefits 
“psychically” and “the listener morally and epistemologically” (p. 2437). Storytelling 
engenders a process of negotiating concepts of one’s own identity in conjunction with those 
receiving the story, including the ways they are connected, as well as forcing the storyteller 
and listener to consider new perspectives on the story’s topics (Black, 2008). These concepts 
of self-reflection through talk and community based on shared understanding of racialized 
experiences mirrors the literature’s depiction of how Black students and personnel cope with 
these experiences through intragroup exchange at HWCUs.  In the Discussion chapter of this 
manuscript, I re-present the assertions above from CRT scholars about counter-stories as 
claims against which to situate the findings of this study and subsequently synthesize this 
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data against the CRT literature to interpret meaning and implications for the research 
questions.  
Storytelling and Psychosocial Human Development 
Stories about life can accomplish many psychological impacts that result in social and 
behavioral shifts. For example, stories can activate empathy across groups, which can compel 
people to change their perspective and act on another’s behalf. Empathy is the capacity to 
understand and share the emotional states of others and serves as a key motivator and the 
proximate mechanism of altruistic behavior, whereby an individual perceives and shares in 
the distress of another person and acts to reduce his or her suffering (Chiao & Mathur, 2010). 
Delgado (1989) asserted that counter-stories “quicken and engage the conscience” (p. 2415) 
and catalyze creative cognition processes wherein we can imagine the possibilities for 
realities outside of the limitations of previous knowledge. 
Some studies have explored the purpose of storytelling with attention to ethnicity-
related experiences for college-going adolescents (Syed, 2012; Syed & Azmita, 2008, 2010). 
However, these studies comprised mostly White students and did not have any Black 
participants. Still, these studies offered helpful insight on the influence of emerging 
adulthood on the manifestation of storytelling about race-related experiences, including why 
young people share stories. Minoritized students at HWCUs were likely to experience racism 
and discrimination in new ways in various contexts on campus and relaying these 
experiences as memories in the form of stories was typically purposed for self-explanation 
and meaning making of the experience or for entertainment (McLean, 2005). Memories that 
are recounted for self-explanation helped with identity definition and the process of 
recounting aids in this process (McLean, 2005). Such replaying of events is more likely to be 
shared with others when the event is traumatic or emotional, and there is a need to make 
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meaning of it through inviting dialogue through others as a coping strategy (McAdams, 2006; 
Rimé et al., 1998; Thorne, 2000). Syed and Azmita (2008) offered that the content of stories 
was most commonly shared among peers—other students—and not with faculty and staff. 
Students sought cultural learning and connection through stories from their parents and 
sought meaning making of experiences that were the most deleterious with prejudice with 
their peers in order to manage their emotional response (see also Syed, 2012). 
There is little research about the engagement and outcomes of minoritized persons 
who tell their stories about experiences with minoritization with other minoritized persons, 
especially in college (Pahl & Way, 2006; Syed, 2012; Syed & Azmitia, 2009; Thorne & 
Nam, 2009). Identity development is not a focus of this study. However, because the study 
considers the influence of storytelling on experiences for individuals at different stages of life 
around a shared issue and shared context, it is important to mention that several scholars 
posit storytelling from elders to youths can be a contributor to identity development due to 
the process of connecting others’ experiences in relation to one’s own self-concept and 
worldview (Bohanek et al., 2006; Bruner, 1990; McLean et al., 2007; Thorne, 2000). 
According to Syed (2012), the context of storytelling may also have implications for college 
students’ identity development. 
A Story to Bridge Concepts 
In sharing the events of HWCUs regarding Confederate monuments, the renaming of 
buildings, and police discrimination with my parents, aunts, uncles, and grandmother, I 
observed again the differentiated standpoints based on generation and experiences about how 
I should respond. Although most of my family attended HBCUs for their undergraduate 
education, several uncles and my father attended an HWCU for graduate school during the 
1980s and 1990s. They shared stories with me about how they saw themselves during their 
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time at their respective graduate institution, how they perceived their White peers and faculty 
responded to their presence, and how they responded to their own double-consciousness. 
Mostly, they talked about how they relied heavily on curated families of other Black people 
at the institution and their family and friends to persist and how they were highly motivated 
to focus more on their educational goals to advance their social position over the racism they 
perceived. For the most part, they wanted me to know that I should do the same. “Your 
grandparents and all of us didn’t go through all that for you to go through the same thing,” 
one uncle said. “These are different times and different battles that you don’t have to fight. 
Put your head down, move through, and get this paper [the degree] so that you can have the 
life some of them don’t want us to have. Man let me tell you, when I was in school . . .” This 
personal story about stories reveals the sociopsychological processes that contribute to the 
ways Black people learn, over the lifespan, to “move through” and “get” a position of 
security, safety, and even some sense of thriving in a White world. It also testifies to the 
purpose of telling stories among other Black people to whom we feel connected and the 
choices we make about what stories to tell with whom—especially across generational lines. 
My family members wanted me to know something that they felt they learned that allowed 
them to “move through” and “get,” or, to reference Delgado (1989), they incorporated stories 
of “how it was for me” (p. 2411) into their teaching. 
 
Summary 
The literature reveals common sets of experiences among Black personnel and 
students, their diverging experiences with race and racism, and perspectives on how to 
respond at HWCUs. Their experiences as well as their social and developmental positioning 
inform their perspectives on how to best navigate situations of heightened racial tension, 
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including who, how, and for what purpose they share their experiences with others. The 
dynamic nature of individuals in relation to their developing selves within cultural 
environments is not the result of a purely individual psychological experience; rather, it is a 
sociocultural phenomenon (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). Individual decisions about 
persistence in college environments are shaped by meaning-making processes about personal 
experiences intimately connected to the socioecological context in which they occur (Kuh & 
Love, 2000; Museus & Quaye, 2009; Spencer, 1995). Racial identities and origins influence 
this meaning-making process. Storytelling is a mechanism that aids in the meaning-making 
and identity development process for individuals across the life-space that may take on 
particular forms of expression for different purposes and audiences in various contexts. 
Storytelling is a key element within CRT tradition wherein narratives are purposed to 
make visible and affirm marginalized realities and to challenge dominant frames on social 
experiences that ignore the influence of racism. Recent research has noted that storytelling is 
being leveraged by Black scholars and students at HWCUs during this current time of racial 
tension as part of protests and other social justice efforts and as part of support networks 
between mentors and mentees and in Black organizations on campus. However, little 
scholarly focus has been given to the experience of storytelling during this time, specifically, 
among Black people across roles at HWCUs, or to the outcomes of intragroup storytelling 
with respect to issues of persistence and resilience on campus. Furthermore, I did not find 
scholarship that explored the ways Black people in different roles experience storytelling 





According to Creswell (2007), the process of designing a qualitative research study 
begins with the researcher’s worldview. I bring my own assumptions to every choice 
influencing this study, including the central inquiry, my view on why it is an important 
question to ask, my construction of the argument, my selection of citations and references to 
support my views, and the selected mode of analysis. This qualitative study “locates [me] as 
an observer in the world” (Guba & Lincoln, 2005, p. 3) around the problem I have chosen to 
examine and incorporates an assumption that multiple realities exist (see also Creswell, 
2007). My methodological choices in research are informed by the nature of the research 
question and the most effective way to answer it (Kooken et al., 2007). The primary and 
secondary research questions in this study are as follows: (a) How do Black students and 
personnel experience intragroup storytelling during moments of elevated racial tension at an 
HWCU? and (b) In what ways does this experience influence how Black students and 
personnel cope with the elevated racial tension, if at all? The focus of inquiry is on the 
essence of the experience and impact of storytelling among other Black students and 
personnel rather than on the stories themselves. 
This study takes an inductive approach to exploring how the emergent data support, 
challenge, or add to existing literature about how storytelling (a) aligns with the intended 
experiential impact of storytelling as articulated with CRT to understand how intragroup 
storytelling is experienced and (b) explores connections to (alignments with) how storytelling 
may operate as a means of coping with racial stress and tension on campus. Specifically, the 
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analysis of the findings references key claims about storytelling’s impact and influence on 
cultivating communal strength, resilience, and resistance for oppressed people, asking, for 
example: Did storytelling create relationships and connections for this group (Delgado, 
1989)? Did storytelling help participants heal, persevere, and hold on to hope during a time 
of heightened racial tension on campus (Delgado, 1989)? What did the storytellers gain? 
What did the listeners gain? Accordingly, my qualitative research design for addressing these 
questions draws from (a) storytelling methods, (b) critical race methodology (CRM), and (c) 
foundational qualitative methods, including mindful site selection and participant 
recruitment; relevant data collection and analysis techniques; and attention to issues of 
access, trustworthiness, and ethics, as detailed in the remaining text of the chapter. 
Storytelling Methods 
As per my own observations and the scholarship informing my worldview, this study 
assumes the existence of and explores storytelling as part of Black people’s experience living 
and working at HWCUs during a time of heightened racial tension. Storytelling in this study 
involves the act of relaying real-life experiences to another person. For the purposes of this 
study, the stories of focus are those shared among Black students and personnel about their 
experiences with this current time of racial tension at the HWCU campus where they work 
and learn. This study aims to position participants as the primary holders and creators of 
knowledge and truth about their experiences and perspectives and as partners in translating 
such knowledge and truth across generations and roles within the Black community at the 
university (Delgado, 1989; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Furthermore, in sharing their 
experiences of storytelling as part of this study, participants can become thought leaders in 
translating their truths to a wider audience of education professionals and students interested 
in understanding and enhancing the experience of Black people at HWCUs. 
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Critical Race Methodology 
According to Noblit et al. (2004), 
methods are ideas and theories in themselves. They have histories, are best 
understood as tentative, and are not separate from the theories they are used to test or 
explore. Method and theory are linked by people in concrete historical and ideational 
context. (p. 3) 
CRM is drawn from the historical foundations and epistemologies of CRT, asserting the 
reality and persistence of racism and the value of combating it through research anchored in 
the experiential knowledge of racially marginalized groups (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). As 
CRT comprises interdisciplinary knowledge, so is CRM also informed by the fields of law, 
ethnic studies, women’s and gender studies, sociology, and other fields concerned with social 
life (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). CRM is distinguished as a newer and unique strain of 
methodology that foregrounds racialized experiences as the focus of inquiry. CRM uses 
multiple methods in qualitative research to unearth the meaning of a racialized experience 
through researcher choice of analysis techniques that privilege BIPOC perspectives and 
voices as the experts on naming and framing the experiences (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). 
The goal of CRM is also to suggest solutions for racialized oppression and take an 
appreciative view on the intersectional experiences of minoritized persons, framing these 
experiences as sources of strength that can be drawn upon to push against their minoritized 
and marginalized positions. CRM uses this appreciative approach validating the 
epistemologies of BIPOC to radically alter the dominant, deficit frameworks upon which 
most of the scholarship about minoritized persons in education is built. Counter-stories serve 
as a primary data source for a critical race analysis within CRM. Within CRM, the act of 
sharing stories through the research process and through publication of the research also 
serves as a source of activism wherein the stories counter, disrupt, or push against dominant, 
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oppressive narratives (the “counter” in counter-story) and validate and demarginalize the 
epistemologies of the BIPOC storytellers. 
Solórzano and Yosso’s (2002) presentation of CRM pays particular attention to the 
educational experiences of students of color and to promoting their critical contributions as 
knowledge holders. Banks-Wallace (2002) asserted that “stories are the foundation of 
qualitative research” (p. 410). Specific to CRT, stories are critical to both the theoretical 
aspect (explaining how and why race and racism are central to inquiry about social inequity) 
and to CRT’s associated methodologies (the approaches and activities used to engage in 
inquiry about and develop and present knowledge about experiences with race and racism; 
Lynn & Dixson, 2013). Stories as they are created and/or examined through CRM also 
provide rich data upon which critical race arguments about alternative realities and 
possibilities for racial equity are built. 
In this study, I apply CRM to examine the phenomenon of storytelling among Black 
students and personnel during a time of racial tension at an HWCU. In alignment with CRM, 
I honor the stories of Black people by lifting, validating, and sharing their stories about how 
they make meaning of their storytelling between each other. I assume their choices about 
how they engage storytelling to be indicators of strength among this group marginalized and 
minoritized at HWCUs, foregrounding an assumption of racial realism and intersectional 
oppression as the impetus for storytelling in this specific context. Grounded in the 
assumptions and principles of CRT, I also draw from multiple qualitative methods as part of 
a CRM approach to invite Black people in different positions at an HWCU to share their 
counter-stories about navigating the institution during this time of racial tension. 
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Foundational Qualitative Methods 
Site Selection, Participant Recruitment, and Data Collection 
Context of case site. This study is concerned with stories about experiences related to 
times of heightened racial tension at an HWCU for Black students and personnel. The 
research questions necessitate examination of a case or cases of such circumstances. Case 
study methodologies are appropriate for situations “bound by time and activity” (Saldaña & 
Omasta, 2018, p. 13). A single case may be used if it is representative of comparable cases 
(Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Examining multiple sources of data within each case contributes 
to a more complex understanding of the phenomenon of interest within the bindings of time 
and activity defining the phenomenon (Baxter & Jack, 2008). In acts of purposive sampling, 
the researcher intentionally seeks participants who most highly represent the phenomenon of 
interest (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Purposive sampling must be in alignment with the 
boundaries of the scope of the research questions’ focus on the time and activities that define 
the phenomenon (Miles et al., 2014). 
For this study, I purposefully selected a representative case site of these 
circumstances for the research activity. The site, pseudonym Maya University (hereinafter 
referred to as Maya U), is a 4-year, research-driven, public institution in the southeastern 
United States. Enrollment at Maya U is approximately 30,000 students, over 60% of whom 
are undergraduate students. Graduate students represent slightly less than 30% of students, 
with professional students composing the remainder. Maya U employs over 8,000 staff (a 
comprehensive count of administrative personnel and staff as defined for this study) and over 
3,500 faculty. At the time of this study, approximately 58% of all undergraduate students 
racialized under the federal guidelines identified as White, 12% as Asian, 8% as Black or 
African American, 9% as Hispanic, and less than 1% as American Indian, Alaska Native, 
 
85 
Native Hawaiian, or other Pacific Islander. The graduate student racial and ethnic 
background is highly comparable within two percentage points of difference across these 
categories. Across all employees holding a faculty appointment of any kind, approximately 
5% are racialized as Black or African American, in comparison to 73% racialized as White, 
10% as Asian, 4% as Hispanic, and less than 1% as American Indian, Alaska Native, Native 
Hawaiian, or other Pacific Islander. Among those who are categorized as administrators 
under the definition of this study, approximately 9% are racialized as Black or African 
American, in comparison to 71% racialized as White, 6% as Asian, 3% as Hispanic, and less 
than 1% as American Indian, Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian, or another Pacific Islander. 
Women represent more than half of the student body and administration. Men represent more 
than half of all tenured faculty and about half of assistant professors. Women represent more 
than 50% of fixed-term faculty. 
According to the university’s office of institutional research and assessment, Maya U 
enjoys high retention and graduation rates in comparison to institutional peers; however, 
retention and graduation rates for Black students remain lower. Black students are 
overrepresented as first-generation college students and students receiving need-based 
financial aid. In recent years, within the time of racial controversy, several Black faculty and 
administrators have left the university. References for demographic data, graduation, and 
retention outcomes for students and personnel have been withheld in this study for 
institutional anonymity. 
Maya U is situated geographically in a former Confederate state. Approximately 80% 
of all undergraduate students are residents of the state. Black students were excluded from 
enrollment on the grounds of race until the early 1950s. Maya U’s symbols of identity and 
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community can be traced to Confederate causes. Many buildings on campus are named for 
historical students and benefactors at the university who also owned and endorsed slavery 
and White supremacy. Over the past decade, the campus has witnessed heightened racial 
issues connected to macrosocial attention to police brutality via the Black Lives Matter 
movement and activism around the place of Confederate markers on campus, including the 
names of buildings and monuments. Protests have been a frequent occurrence, and activists 
with polarized views have gathered in confrontation on several occurrences. Activist 
confrontations escalated in the past year, with one particularly prominent Confederate 
monument at the center of controversy. Organizations representing the interests of BIPOC, 
and Black faculty, staff, and students, engaged in several acts of advocacy during this time, 
including participating in or intentionally disrupting forums and meetings designed to 
publicize dialogue about racial issues to present their concerns and demands. Maya U is also 
defending itself against a lawsuit claiming that the university uses race as a primary factor 
determining admission in ways that unfairly favor students who do not identify as White or 
Asian. These events have been widely publicized in the local and national media. 
Participant Case Recruitment and Selection 
In this study, multiple representatives from each group of interest—Black 
undergraduate students, graduate students, administrators, and faculty—serve as individual 
cases for examination within the context of the research case site (Baxter & Jack, 2008). 
Participant cases should represent all the factors central to the research questions 
(Sandelowski, 1991). To this end, participants for this study needed to represent the 
following criteria: (all participants) self-identify as Black or African American, self-identify 
as either an undergraduate or graduate student, hold a faculty appointment (full, associate, 
assistant, or fixed-term), or be an administrator (classified at Maya U as exempt from the 
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State Human Resources Act (EHRA)—Non-Faculty). All participants must also have 
engaged in an instance or instances of storytelling exclusively only among other Black 
students, faculty, and administrators about their experiences related to the racial tensions on 
campus within the past year. 
I drew from techniques of purposive, snowballing, and convenience sampling to 
recruit participants who met these criteria. With purposive sampling, researchers may 
consider recruiting participants from organizations where members are “most likely to 
provide insight into the phenomenon being investigated due to their position, experience, 
and/or identity markers” (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 96). In snowball sampling, the 
researcher asks participants for recommendations of close contacts who may be interested in 
participating in order to strengthen or widen the participant pool (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 
Convenience sampling involves recruitment of participants to whom the researcher has ready 
access (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Snowballing and convenience sampling can be 
particularly helpful when participants are difficult to procure. Drawbacks of convenience 
sampling include potential bias and influence on participant engagement and contributions 
based on the relationship to and power dynamics of the researcher (Saldaña & Omasta, 
2018). 
For this study, participants were primarily recruited via an email sent to organizations 
on campus dedicated to supporting Black students and personnel detailing the context, 
rationale, and purpose of the study and the criteria for participation. The email included a 
link via the Qualtrics survey platform to a form asking interested individuals to identify their 
names, their roles on campus, and their email addresses and phone numbers. I also created a 
digital flyer advertising the study. The organizations included fraternities, sororities, and the 
 
88 
university’s three respective preeminent organized collectives supporting the interests, 
community, and cultural traditions of Black (a) undergraduate students, (b) graduate students, 
and (c) faculty and other personnel. The mission statements of the organizations all speak to 
creating community and support for Black people at Maya U. A cofacilitator for this study’s 
focus groups (discussed further in this section) also helped recruit participants for the study 
using these same techniques and materials. My cofacilitator helped to post the digital 
materials and snippets from my recruitment email on social media platforms for these 
organizations. Twenty-three individuals responded to my recruitment efforts, including two 
individual females who both identified as White. One respondent identified as biracial. 
Data saturation is articulated widely as the gold standard in qualitative research; 
however, varying opinions exist regarding the metrics of saturation (Hancock et al., 2016). 
Qualitative researchers are advised to examine six participant cases representing the 
phenomenon of interest at minimum to attain enough data to derive reasonable insight” (e.g., 
Sandelowski, 1991). This study sought participants in different roles at the university 
(students, faculty, and staff) to gain insight into intragroup storytelling. To narrow the 
interest pool from the initial 23 to the actual participants, I first sought to select at least 3 
participants representing each role group of interest (three undergraduate students, three 
graduate students, three administrators, three faculty) to triangulate data from their interviews 
(Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Within each group of three, I also sought diversity of gender, 
year in school, and rank of appointment to gain a more complex view of how Black people 
within these role groups engage storytelling during this time of racial tension on campus and 
to create opportunities for any influence of these factors to arise in the participants’ stories 
about their storytelling. Seeking participant diversity toward these criteria and boundaries 
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influenced participant selection—for example, I chose not to include interested persons who 
represented the same categories of experience as a person who already confirmed his or her 
participation in the study in order of first contact. I also chose to isolate my selection to those 
who identified exclusively and explicitly as Black, excluding the interested parties who self-
identified as biracial or White. 
Although, I have engaged Black people at Maya U across the three roles examined in 
this study, I am not a member of any official organization representing Black interests on that 
campus. I chose to begin with purposive sampling over other kinds of sampling to create the 
most opportunity for distance of relationship between myself as the researcher and the 
participants. However, I had difficulty finding representation of Black female faculty and 
undergraduate males for my study. To ensure representation of these voices, I engaged in 
snowballing and one instance of convenience sampling to eventually gain this representation 
within the participant pool. The final pool of participants included 14 individuals wherein 
faculty, administrators, undergraduate students, and graduate students were represented with 
at least one male and one female across roles.  
Data Collection 
Social events, including political change and historical moments that significantly 
alter the normal state of things or moments set apart from others in ritual and purpose, and 
the nature of an experience—being Black at an HWCU during a time of racial tension, for 
example—can be explored phenomenologically (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018) via (counter-) 
storytelling. This goal may be accomplished primarily through interviews and focus groups, 
wherein participants share “stories, experiences, and understandings of the phenomenon” 
(Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 152). Interviews and focus groups (group interviews) are 
common methods of data collection within qualitative research studies (Saldaña & Omasta, 
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2018). According to Coffey and Atkinson (1996), research participants in interviews are 
often compelled to describe 
turning points, crises, or problems, and how these were made sense of by the teller. 
Evaluation in this particular case is linked closely with the result. The evaluation 
typically highlights the point of the narrative, while the result, which follows either 
the complication or the evaluation, describes the outcome of the events or the 
resolution of the problems. (p. 60) 
In this study, I use two focus groups and five individual follow-up interviews to gain a 
deeper understanding about the phenomenological experience of storytelling among Black 
people across roles during a time of racial tension at Maya U as well as the influence and 
impact of the experience of storytelling. The rationale and implications of focus groups and 
interviews as data collection methods are discussed below. 
A Note About Timing and Virtual Data Collection 
Shortly after my dissertation proposal defense, the COVID-19 pandemic swept the 
world and greatly impacted health and safety precautions for in-person interactions. Group 
gatherings were highly discouraged, and many people were encouraged to engage in 
meetings and other exchanges remotely, if possible. Though in-person interviews are best 
(Saldaña & Omasta, 2018), the COVID-19 pandemic forced me to engage in virtual methods 
of data collection. Thankfully, advancements in technology have enabled online interviews 
and focus groups to become a reasonable and respectable means of conducting research when 
participants are unable to engage face-to-face (Fox et al., 2007; Hughes, 2019). I chose to 
engage participants via the Zoom platform because of its security features, broad familiarity 
across participants, and free access through my employer. I underscore the influence of 
virtual engagement on the focus group and interview experience in the subsections below. 
In addition to the impact of COVID-19 at the time of this study, it is also important to 
note the macropolitical contexts during the period over which data for this study were 
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collected. Data were collected during August 2020. Within previous years, Maya U was the 
site of several racialized incidences that garnered national attention and public discourse. In 
the spring and summer just prior to data collection, the deaths of several Black Americans by 
police officers were in the national news, including but not limited to the deaths of Breonna 
Taylor, George Floyd, and Ahmaud Arbery. Other incidences, such as the viral recording by 
Christian Cooper of a White women falsely accusing him in real time of violence against her 
and the shooting of Jacob Blake in Kenosha, Wisconsin, had occurred within the previous 6 
months. 
Focus Groups 
Focus groups are group interviews that allow group interaction between participants 
to enhance what is learned. According to Saldaña and Omasta (2018), focus groups allow for 
“multiple voices and perspectives to be discussed and shared” (p. 93). Focus groups can 
provide insight into group dynamics as a complement to individual insights gathered through 
one-on-one interviews about group experiences (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Saldaña and 
Omasta offered, “While semi-structured interviews allow respondents to talk about how they 
perceive the group to function, a focus group allows researchers to witness for themselves 
how the group interacts, at least in the context of the focus group itself” (p. 94). 
In this study, intragroup interaction is central to understanding the co-constructed 
nature, experience, and impact of intragroup storytelling and requires examination in its own 
right. Focus groups also offer space for the phenomenon of interest to “come alive within the 
group,” allow for “greater expression of emotion” (Halling et al., 1994, p. 112), and allow 
participants to co-construct meaning from their own perspectives and in their own words (see 
also Fox et al., 2007; Krueger & Casey, 2009; Lichtman, 2013). Viewing firsthand intragroup 
discussion about the act of storytelling among other Black people across roles during this 
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time of racial tension added insight into this phenomenon and additional data about how 
storytelling situations come to exist among Black faculty, students, and administrators at the 
university and the outcomes of these interactions. 
Focus groups—as a form of interviewing—follow many of the same methodological 
guidelines as individual interviews, wherein researcher and participants engage in dialogue 
about participants’ knowledge, values, beliefs, and perspectives on lived experiences 
(Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Coffey and Atkinson (1996) described interviews as a “skilled 
conversation” (p. 104) wherein persons who are trained communicators engage in co-
construction of meaning through verbal exchanges that have some organizational structure 
but not necessarily an agreed-upon end point. Interviews that take on the characteristics of 
conversation often invite speakers to engage in a type of storytelling where life events and 
reflections are recounted (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). In this study, I asked participants to 
share one instance when they experienced the racial tension on campus exclusively with 
another Black person or persons. Participants were invited to share the story within the focus 
group rather than in an individual interview to allow me insight into group reaction and 
discussion about the experience of sharing such stories only among other Black individuals at 
the university. 
All interview-based research studies should incorporate a document that guides the 
researcher through all interactions with participants (Lichtman, 2013; Saldaña & Omasta, 
2018). Protocol for interaction should include, at a minimum, documentation of informed 
consent and permission from participants for their participation and the intended questions to 
be asked. This documentation should include all relevant information, including the purpose 
of the study, criteria for participation, information about the benefits of the study, and 
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compensation, if any, as well as a note that participation is completely voluntary (Saldaña & 
Omasta, 2018). Focus group interviews can be semi structured, meaning that an opening 
script and questions guide the conversation and should be included in the protocol, but 
provide for the interviewer to ask questions outside of these suggested questions to probe for 
deeper insight, to maintain conversation, and to ensure the participants are comfortable 
(Lichtman, 2013; Saldaña & Omasta, 2108). Furthermore, interview questions are typically 
open-ended to speak to the research question, while providing the participant room to answer 
“comfortably, honestly, and freely” (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 109) in ways that come to 
his or her mind. 
Typically, focus group interviews last approximately 1 hour (Lichtman, 2013). Focus 
groups should typically have at least 6 participants and will not exceed 12 participants 
(Lichtman, 2013). Keeping the focus group at this size helps the facilitator to navigate and 
guide the conversation more effectively. As a primary data collection method, researchers 
should engage in more than one focus group to attain reasonable saturation of data. Because 
the purpose of focus groups is not to achieve generalized insight across an experience, it is 
not necessary to replicate the exact demographic mix of the group of study with regard to 
identities of race, gender, and educational or professional status (Lichtman, 2013). However, 
for this study, it was important to have representation from undergraduates, graduate 
students, faculty, and administrators to gain insight into the nature of intragroup storytelling 
across roles. For these reasons, I chose to engage two distinct focus groups, with each focus 
group having representation from at least one faculty member, graduate student, 
undergraduate student, and administrator. In total, I was able to recruit 14 participants for the 




Participant Characteristics and Focus Group Distribution  
Pseudonym Role Gender Focus group/interview 
Ferris faculty (tenured) M Focus Group 1 
Nathaniel  faculty (clinical faculty with 
administrative appointment) 
M Focus Group 1 
Mark graduate student (PhD, health) M Focus Group 1/interview 
Tierra graduate student (PhD, health) F Focus Group 1 
Ivy administrator F Focus Group 1/interview 
Gregory Woods undergraduate (second year) M Focus Group 1 
Dee Wingate undergraduate (fourth year) F Focus Group 1/interview 
Ted faculty (tenure track) M Focus Group 2/interview 
Veronica graduate student (health) F Focus Group 2 
Keith  graduate student (health) M Focus Group 2 
Tristen administrator M Focus Group 2 
Denise Chapman administrator F Focus Group 2 
Tiffany  undergraduate (fourth year) F Focus Group 2 
Queen  faculty (tenure track) F Focus Group 2/interview 
 
I worked with participants to identify the best times for them to meet virtually via 
Zoom and outlined the methods in place to ensure their comfort and sense of safety (Saldaña 
& Omasta, 2018). For example, the Zoom platform allows participants to engage with video 
on or off and with a real name or a pseudonym. The participant consent form and pre–data 
collection discussion with participants noted that the use of Zoom in lieu of in-person 
discussion was only due to COVID-19 and that in the case of this study, facial expression 
and body language may be important indicators of individual and group meaning making. 
Still, participants were allowed to engage with video off if this increased their sense of 




Prior to the focus groups, I emailed each participant with a focus group guide that 
explained how we would interact on Zoom and how I would invite them each to answer two 
prompts. Participants were invited one by one to recall (a) a time they shared an experience 
or their feelings related to the elevated racial tension on campus in recent years with another 
Black person or persons and to recount what they shared and with whom, including any 
relevant contexts, such as how they were feeling, any events that influenced the story, and 
where, when, and how they shared their story, and (b) what happened after they shared this 
story—either immediately following or across time—as directly related to their telling of the 
story. This could have been about their own thoughts, interactions, or events that stemmed 
from them telling the story. Participants were invited to answer both questions within 5-
minute rounds to allow enough time for all to share. After participants shared individually, all 
participants were invited to ask questions of the storyteller or provide comments in the chat 
before moving on to the next participant. After all participants shared, I invited all 
participants to respond collectively to two questions: (a) What stood out to you from this 
discussion? and (b) What do you want people to know about storytelling during times of 
racial tension between Black people across different roles at HWCUs? 
Throughout the focus groups, I took notes about my observations regarding what was 
said and what struck me as important, but not to the detriment of focus on the participants 
and facilitating the conversation (Lichtman, 2013; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). I repeated 
highlights from participants’ responses to ensure my understanding (Lichtman, 2013). To 
obtain richer, more textured responses, I used several of the interview techniques encouraged 
by Lichtman, including encouraging elaboration, probing for deeper answers, and pausing to 
allow more time for processing. I reviewed these notes as part of my data analysis to add 
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context on the potential latent meaning of the content. All focus group questions with the 
exception of the probing questions are presented within the focus group protocol in the 
appendix. 
At the suggestion of my dissertation chair, I worked with a co-facilitator to recruit 
and prepare for my focus groups and to facilitate the discussion. Co-facilitators can help the 
primary researcher more effectively navigate a focus group by helping to pay attention to all 
participants, helping to move the conversation forward, and making notes from their own 
perspective about the group dynamics and outcomes of the focus group that the researcher 
could include in her assemblage of data. My co-facilitator was another graduate student 
within the School of Education. It was very helpful to have him with me on the project to 
consider how to effectively create an online focus group environment that was welcoming 
and safe; to help me remember all the components of my study protocol; and to help navigate 
the chat function of Zoom, where we encouraged participants to offer responses or questions 
throughout the focus group. After each focus group, I debriefed with my cofacilitator, and he 
shared his notes with me in a manner similar to the processes introduced by Frels and 
Onwuegbuzie (2012). I include his notes in my assemblage of data and discuss this process 
further in the data analysis section. 
Follow-Up Interviews 
Follow-up interviews with select focus group participants is an effective way to gain 
deeper insight into aspects of the focus group discussion. Individuals who represent unique 
perspectives are good candidates for follow-up interviews. I identified five individuals across 
the focus groups from a mix of faculty, administrators, and undergraduate and graduate 
students, men, and women, who shared experiences, backgrounds, or perspectives that I 
observed as markedly different from the majority of participants in their focus groups. These 
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five participants were invited to follow-up interviews via email, and the interviews were 
conducted on Zoom. I followed a protocol developed specifically for the follow-up 
interviews and repeated their rights as participants. The questions I asked were specific to 
their unique contributions to the focus groups. More about insight specifically from the 
follow-up interviews is included in Chapter 4. 
Moving Power to Participants 
Herr and Anderson (2005) described action research as research that moves the 
position of power from the researchers to the participants, where the participants are active 
and equitable contributors and informers of the entire process and where intervention is 
required to move the benefit of the study back to the participants. Harper and Kuykendall 
(2012) encouraged researchers who study men of color in college to position the students as 
the experts on their experience and to involve them as collaborators in designing every 
component of efforts to encourage their success. Additionally, Marshall and Rossman (2006) 
encouraged reciprocity for participants in the form of appropriately valued tokens of 
appreciation. Though this study is not an action research study per se, my data collection 
methods are aligned with the goals of moving power back to the participants of study in the 
ways I choose to seek, honor, and validate their voices without adulteration; humble myself 
before their feedback on my analysis and findings; and consider their insights as to what 
should be done with the results of the study. In the development of this study, I engaged with 
various Black faculty, students, and administrators informally to gain insight on the 
phenomenon of storytelling among ourselves and what questions I should ask in interviews. 
Their ideas and suggestions were incorporated into drafts of the interview questions. I also 
asked participants at the conclusion of the study what their ideas are for how the study should 
be shared outside of the dissertation publication. While I originally hoped to thank 
 
98 
participants with a meal after the focus group, we were unable to engage in person due to the 
pandemic. For their participation in interviews and focus group, I provided participants with 
a thank-you card at the conclusion of the study. 
Documentation and Transcribing 
Saldaña and Omasta (2018) recommended recording interviews to document not only 
what is said but also body language and facial expressions if doing so informs a richer 
understanding of complex meaning about a phenomenon. Video recording helps eliminate 
bias in interpreting what is transcribed in written form within interview transcripts, especially 
for focus groups (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). All written words from interviews and focus 
groups should be written down (transcribed), in addition to analytic memos or jottings about 
the researcher’s own reflections and observations during and after the interview has occurred 
(Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Saldaña and Omasta advised that the primary investigator 
transcribe the interviews to generate closeness to the data, generate more accurate 
interpretations, and gain the richest insights. 
I recorded the online focus groups and interviews via Zoom and recorded the audio 
on my cell phone as well, in case the Zoom recordings were lost. Hammersley (2010) 
asserted that transcription provides a more accurate account of what happened during a 
qualitative experience than field notes. While hand-transcribing the data personally is 
preferred to gain a closeness to the data, hiring a transcriptionist can save valuable time 
(Castleberry & Nolen, 2018; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Given personal time constraints, I 
opted to hire a transcriptionist vetted by my dissertation chair to transcribe the audio for the 
two focus groups and five individual interviews. Though the data were transcribed by another 
party, I continued to seek closeness to the data during the analysis process by reviewing the 
videos and transcripts several times, including once before any formal analysis began 
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(Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). The Zoom platform also provided text from the focus group 
chat function. I kept all the videos, audio, and transcribed text on the password-protected 
Microsoft One Drive platform. In preparation for data analysis, I printed the transcripts from 
each respective focus group and interview so that I could hand-code the data and continue 
making notes. The next section describes the analysis process in more detail. 
Data Analysis 
Lichtman (2013) asserted that researchers may collect and analyze their data 
simultaneously or as a consecutive, separate process. I chose to collect my data first, have 
them transcribed by a reputable service, and then analyze the data myself. In this study, I 
seek insight into how Black students and personnel experience the act of storytelling among 
one another related to racial tension on campus by searching for commonalities and 
anomalies that emerge from the focus group and interview discussions of this shared 
experience. I used a thematic analysis approach to systematically organize my data and 
identify patterns of meaning across the focus group and interview data in the form of themes 
(Braun & Clarke, 2012). Thematic analysis can help identify and make meaning of patterns 
across sets of data relevant to a specific research question or questions. According to Braun 
and Clarke (2006, 2012), a rigorous thematic analysis includes six distinct phases: (a) 
familiarization with the data; (b) generating initial codes; (c) searching for themes; (d) 
reviewing themes; (e) defining and naming themes; and (f) producing the report. To engage 
effectively in thematic analysis, the researcher should clearly articulate the theoretical and 
other rationales for making choices of methodological approaches, techniques, and tools and 
apply those same principles throughout the analysis process (Braun & Clarke, 2012 
I engaged in two consecutive layers of thematic analysis of the data collected within 
this study. First, I analyzed participants’ individual accounts of storytelling experiences as 
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presented within the focus groups, followed by a separate thematic analysis of the collective 
focus group discussion in response to the discussion prompts. The themes from both the 
individual accounts and the focus group discussion are presented the findings of this analysis 
in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 synthesizes these findings with the literature on CRT claims in the 
literature about counter-storytelling to interpret meaning about the influence of counter-
storytelling experiences for Black students and personnel at HWCUs with regard to the 
study’s research questions: (a) How do Black students and personnel experience intragroup 
(counter-) storytelling during moments of elevated racialized tension at an HWCU? (b) In 
what ways does this experience influence how Black students and personnel cope with the 
elevated racial tension, if at all? I describe my work through each phase and the associated 
rationale for my choices in the subtext below. In the next chapter—the discussion section of 
this study—I explore emergent connections, alignments, misalignments, and tensions 
between their descriptions and CRT to offer insight into the ways these theories are 
challenged and supported in the context of the research questions. 
Familiarization 
Becoming familiar with the data requires researchers to immerse themselves with all 
the data collected, including watching video recordings, listening to audio, and reviewing 
transcripts, jottings, memos, and other notes (Braun & Clarke, 2012). While sitting with the 
data, the researcher moves through it critically—asking analytic questions and identifying 
points of interest and meaning related to the research question—and making notes throughout 
(Braun & Clarke, 2012). I watched the videos of each focus groups and the interviews more 
than once before the initial coding stage of analysis, making notes about my thoughts on the 
printed transcript as I watched. All data, including video, audio, transcripts, and other notes 
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related to the study, were stored in a password-protected cloud-based platform called 
OneDrive. 
Initial Coding 
Bazeley (2009) encourages researchers to first move raw data from transcription into 
codes and then to group those codes into categories to find a pattern of analysis. A code is a 
short word or phrase that is intended to summarize or capture the essence of a larger set of 
information (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Saldaña, 2009). With written information, a code can be 
one word, a short phrase, or a sentence. Not every word or pattern in the data is important—
only those sections of words relevant to the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2012). 
Researchers typically sift through the data several times in cycles to identify a more final list 
of codes before moving to future stages of analysis. Subsequent cycles of analysis further 
manage, filter, highlight, and focus the salient features of the qualitative data record for 
generating categories, themes, and concepts, grasping meaning, and/or building theory. In the 
early stages of my analysis, codes emerged across the data and were edited down in 
subsequent cycles of sifting through the data to identify a set of codes I felt good about. 
Reflecting on the various layers of the responses to the questions, including choice or 
emphasis on certain words according to my personal notes on the transcripts, also informed 
my choice of which words from the transcript to extract for coding (Lichtman, 2013; Saldaña 
& Omasta, 2018). 
Applying CRM to thematic analysis of the data in this study means validating and 
celebrating the voices and language of participants and treating their given narratives as rich 
data sufficient in meaning without need of scholarly reframing. My methodological choices, 
including my coding technique, reflect and reinforce this perspective. I chose to use in-vivo 
coding as an inductive strategy for data analysis because it keeps the researcher close to and 
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prioritizes the participants articulated construction of meaning by using their literal words as 
codes (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). “In-vivo coding is particularly 
useful in educational ethnographies with youth. The child and adolescent voices are often 
marginalized, and coding with their actual words enhances and deepens an adult’s 
understanding of their cultures and worldviews” (Saldaña, 2009, p. 74). In-vivo coding is 
also quite applicable to action research (Stringer, 1999) since one of the genre’s primary 
goals is to frame the facilitator’s interpretations of terms “that participants use in their 
everyday lives, rather than in terms derived from the academic disciplines or professional 
practices” (p. 91). In-vivo coding can also help researchers to more effectively separate their 
own judgments and views to protect the integrity of intended meaning from participants in 
the data analysis process (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). An in-vivo coding approach aligns with 
CRM wherein valuing and validating participant’s epistemological lens and literal voices—
their words—is central to the overarching values and practical goals of CRT work (Ladson-
Billings, 1998; Lynn & Dixson, 2013; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). 
Further, scholars of color—myself included—still represent a very narrow population 
of people who have had opportunities to engage in higher learning experiences. Black 
researchers are especially underrepresented in academia. The need to prove ourselves in the 
academy can push us toward methodological pathways that inadvertently exclude or devalue 
the knowledge and voices research participants who have not interacted with the same sets of 
knowledge and vernacular privileged in scholarship. Using a thematic data analysis process 
that incorporates in-vivo coding allows me to resist this pressure in favor of validating 
participants’ descriptions of their lived experiences. Additionally, I hope that using their 
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words instead of discipline-based language to frame categories and themes will allow this 
work to better translate disciplines and paradigms of qualitative research. 
Creating categories from codes is a way to organize qualitative data (Basit, 2003; 
Lichtman, 2013). Categories describe the links between the codes and ascribe meaning to 
those links (Basit, 2003). There are many mechanisms by which scholars may derive 
categories and then themes from in-vivo codes in qualitative studies (Elo et al., 2014). To 
guide and structure my data organization process, I looked to the literature on qualitative 
content analysis. Elo et al. describe the open coding process as inductive or deductive. In a 
deductive coding process, researchers begin by constructing categories based on frameworks 
or outcomes they are looking to understand and then match codes to these categories. With 
the inductive coding process, categories are not preconceived. Instead, the participant’s 
words, the data gathering experience and the researcher’s knowledge all converge to help the 
researcher develop a descriptive category (Elo et al., 2014). 
Elo et al. (2014) offers that inductive processes beg questions about a study’s 
trustworthiness and insinuate that working with a preexisting scholarly framework for coding 
and categorization may legitimize a study’s narrative and increase the value of the study. As 
an emerging critical race scholar, I am led to challenge the origins of this perspective and 
how this perspective has evolved to serve those with power and privilege. Reflecting on this 
value led me to the conclusion that categorizing and theming using scholarly frameworks 
would imply that the participant was not the primary expert on describing their own 
experience, which conflicts with CRM principles. In keeping with this study’s guiding 
frameworks, I chose to continue using the exact words from the participants as categories 
(Basit, 2003; Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 
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Searching for Themes 
Ryan and Bernard (2003) define themes as expressions that describe the linkages 
between categories of experiences in relation to the research question. Braun and Clarke 
(2012) offer that themes “capture[] something important about the data in relation to the 
research question and represents some level of patterned response or meaning within the data 
set” (p. 82). These expressions can vary in length and type (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). 
Repetition of words or phrases is one way clustering codes into different categories, and 
clustering categories, so as to identify emerging themes (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). Lichtman’s 
(2013) guidelines for data analysis suggests that a researcher may analyze an individual 
interview beginning with approximately one-hundred codes and then move into 20 categories 
that would fit within five to seven larger themes. The number of categories and themes is 
dependent on the length of the interview and should convey the richness of the data (Braun & 
Clarke, 2012). 
Within thematic analysis, researchers can analyze sections of data around specific 
aspects of the research question or look for patterns of meaning across the entire data set 
(Braun & Clarke, 2012). Presented together, the various themes should tell the overall story 
of what emerged from the data analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2012). A thematic or conceptual 
map is a visual way to show relationships between codes, categories, and themes across sets 
of data (Elo & Kyngas, 2008; Lichtman, 2013; Vaismoradi et al., 2003). This map may be 
visual or text-based (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2012). After familiarizing myself with the data, I 
used Microsoft Excel to create a code book of several spreadsheets where I map out the 
identification of codes to categories to themes for each respective focus group and individual 
interview. I also created a spreadsheet to compare themes across these discussions to create a 
master outline of shared themes across the data. For each individual focus group, I included a 
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column of in-vivo codes from the interview, with subsequent columns next to the code’s 
column of categories, and then a column for themes. 
Using Excel and in-vivo representations of codes, categories and themes also enabled 
me to utilize the sort function to assess the frequency of relevant sentiments from participants 
with regard to the research question. The number of times a word or set or words was stated 
by the participant informed my understanding of how salient the described experience was 
for the participant. I used the sort function in Excel to group the codes by textual and 
contextual similarities and observe links toward categories. Similarly, I sorted the category 
column to interpret and narrow the connection between categories of codes to derive themes. 
The research question seeks to understand how participants experience storytelling 
specifically with other Black personnel and students around issues of racial tension on and 
HWCU campus. For the purposes of this study, it was critically important to identify the 
experiences being recounted (what were participants’ stories about and what circumstances 
or motivations provided the impetus for telling the stories) to understand the context for any 
personal or other impact from the act of recounting (what happened as a result of telling the 
stories). Because the focus group mode of data collection was intended for me to observe 
interactions of participants as they shared their storytelling experience again with a cross-
generational, multirole group of Black personnel and students (essentially telling their story 
again only among other Black people), it was also important to understand what participants 
observed or gained from storytelling within the focus group. The focus group protocol guided 
participants to speak to each of these elements (what their stories were about, any impact 
from telling the story, and what the group observed from the focus group experience and 
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what they want people to know about storytelling among Black people at an HWCU during 
times of racial tension). 
The initial themes I developed are short phrases that represent a string of highly 
referenced in-vivo codes across participants’ recounting of their storytelling experience. 
Through the process of searching for themes, I also noted categories of experiences that did 
not cluster enough to represent an emergent theme related to the research question (Braun & 
Clarke, 2012). While these data certainly matter in terms of validating the lived experiences 
of Black people at an HWCU during times of racial tension, my focus in the presentation is 
on those experiences that help answer the research question. 
Review Themes 
In this stage of thematic analysis, the researcher conducts a “quality check” of their 
themes by putting them against the assemblage of codes and categories again to ensure 
alignment and clear connection (Braun & Clarke, 2012). In particular, the researcher checks 
to make sure the theme reflects a significant pattern of meaningful data to support the claim 
of theme as opposed to an inflated category or code (Braun & Clarke, 2012). At this stage, 
the researcher is likely to engage in some revision and reframing of themes. In the case of 
this study, staying close to the participant’s actual words throughout the analysis process 
helped to mitigate misalignments between the data and clear clusters of data and patterns of 
meaning. The process of sifting through and clustering so as not to be overlap themes and to 
not repeat were more time consuming, as was making notes throughout about how each 
emerging theme helped speak to the research question. I also noted longer excerpts from the 
data—full quotes from participants—to represent the general sentiments of the theme in 
relation to the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Lichtman, 2013). These 
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representative quotes were also captured in the Microsoft Excel codebook and are presented 
within the story of findings in Chapter 4. 
Define and Name Themes 
Final themes should be “informative, concise, and catchy” (Braun & Clarke, 2012, 
pp. 67–68). Working with participants’ exact words, I was able to pull powerful short words 
and statements to represent themes of experience across Black personnel and students in the 
study. I also engaged in member checking with participants and my cofacilitator on my initial 
naming of themes. I sent each participant a link to their own focus group transcript (and 
follow-up interview if they had one) along with a link to the list of themes and representative 
quotes before typing up the findings and moving deeper into the interpretive stage where I 
draw connections between the findings and the claims of CRT around storytelling. I asked 
participants and my cofacilitator for their feedback on the themes and quotes to make sure 
that the themes reflected what they heard as well and that they would be comfortable with the 
way I am presenting the themes. 
Many scholars assert that this process of analyzing and making meaning of data 
through coding and categorization is not a linear process, rather an iterative process wherein 
the researcher frequently reviews and revises the organization and analysis (Braun & Clarke, 
2012; Vaismoradi et al., 2003). My data organization and analysis process was also 
nonlinear. I moved back and forth through my data several times between coding, 
categorizing, and theming the data, sometimes revisiting the video or my own notes, and 
going back into the process of chunking the data throughout the analysis process. Moving 
through the data also greatly influenced and changed my initial thinking about how I should 
frame the presentation of findings and subsequently how I should organize my coding 
schema from codes to themes. For example, I initially began to highlight initial codes for 
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what the individual stories were about in a different color from codes that focused on the 
impact of the story. However, I found through this process that these two elements were not 
always neatly divided—particularly when the focus group protocol shifted from individual 
sharing to a group discussion about what was observed from the focus group experience. 
Also, participants were invited to ask one other follow-up questions after each individual 
story was told. The follow-up questions were inspired by the act of each participant retelling 
the story they shared with another Black person but in the focus group. I needed to account 
for the follow-up questions and the group discussion in the data analysis as part of the impact 
of storytelling. 
Producing the Report 
According to Braun and Clarke (2012), the written reports of studies employing 
thematic analysis should effectively tell the story of the findings by organizing the themes in 
clear and compelling ways to make effective arguments that answer the research questions. I 
determined that to effectively tell the story of my findings (Braun & Clarke, 2012), I should 
present themes that emerged in direct relation to the question the focus group was responding 
to. This meant creating headings within my presentation of findings for the themes as 
follows: Under Individual Accounts: (a) What was the story about (b) What happened after 
telling the story. Under Focus Group Discussion: (a) What stood out to participants (b) What 
do participants want people to know. Working backward from this determination, I adjusted 
my codebook to add these headings under which I included my codes, categories, and 
themes. I also determined that I needed to note which codes belonged to which participant in 
order to understand if a concentration of codes were coming from a single participant versus 
across several participants (indicating possible clustering for categorization and theming). To 
identify which codes belonged to which participants, I put the first letter or two letters of the 
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participant’s pseudonym after the code. I also made a comment in each cell to add more 
clarity on the context of a code using participants exact words. For example, with the code 
“statements were made that were very blanket,” I added a comment noting that the 
participant expressed that the statement was coming from the institution. 
I included codes from follow-up questions to participant’s individual stories under 
“What happened after telling the story” because the follow-up questions were inspired by 
retelling the story and thusly also part of “what happened” after telling the story in another 
context. To separate the reactions of the original recipients of the story and the reactions of 
participants in the focus group, I added an asterisk next to the excerpt of the participant’s 
comment. Codes only clustered into categories within each individual focus group sheet if at 
least three participants (half of the focus group) said the same words or highly related words. 
Similarly, categories only became themes if at least three categories were highly related in 
content and context. To name the themes, I sometimes combined the words from two 
different significant categories into one theme if they were highly related in content and 
context. Prompted by the question “what stood out to you from the discussion today?,” many 
participants in each focus group offered their thoughts on emergent themes, which I noted 
and compared also against my emerging framework of themes during the analysis process to 
ensure alignment. 
I compared the themes across focus groups to solidify a master sheet of themes 
responding to the questions posted to the focus groups: (a) what the stories were about; (b) 
what happened after the story was told; (c) what stood out to the focus group, and; (d) what 
do they want people to know. Master themes represent the most frequently referenced 
sentiments across both focus groups, with at least two or three participants explicitly using 
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the words referenced from each focus group, and often more using similar terminology to 
describe the sentiment. In addition to my codebook comparing textual similarities across 
categories and themes from each focus group, I also sketched out a graphic map of major 
categories and emerging themes and wrote the names of participants who spoke to each 
under each heading to confirm higher levels of representation across both focus groups 
before pulling words into a master theme. As I named the themes, I noticed that many themes 
mirrored the things that stood out to participants. For these themes, I decided to weave this 
acknowledgment through the presentation of findings rather than represent them again under 
the heading of what stood out. To help readers follow the participants’ roles for context of 
their comments, I added the first letter of their role before their names: (A) administrator; (F) 
faculty; (U) undergraduate student; and (G) graduate student. 
The individual interviews were designed to gain insight into aspects of select 
participant’s contributions to the focus group. In particular, I sought to interview participants 
where something about their story in relation to the focus group question was unanswered, 
where I was not sure of the meaning of their statement, or if they presented a highly different 
experience from other participants. Because the interviews were designed to gain insight into 
contributions to the focus group questions, I first analyzed the focus group contributions 
under the headings of (a) what was the story about and (b) what happened after telling the 
story before moving to categorization and did so separately coding the individual follow-up 
interviews. Relevant codes from the individual follow-up interviews were annotated under 
one column on their own separate sheet. If the code and context of the codes added clarity to 
the participants’ contributions in the focus group using different words or adding new layers 
of meaning, I added into the appropriate focus group codes column for individual accounts 
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and considered along with this data before moving into the categorization stage. However, 
the interviews often took a turn in slightly different direction than the focus group’s guiding 
questions. When the interviews turned away from the guiding questions, I did not include the 
codes into the focus group analysis before categorization and simply left the codes on the 
individual interview sheet. 
Where the interview discussions still had relevance to the research question but 
provided a single thread of ideas, I pulled in-vivo excerpts in the outliers anomalies 
subsection of Chapter 4, Findings, and refer to these ideas for future research within Chapter 
6, Conclusion and Recommendations. Further, while the presentation of findings in Chapter 
4 focus on the presentation of themes across answers provided across both focus groups, I 
used the findings to explore possible alignment between CRT claims about storytelling as a 
mechanism for resilience, resistance, and coping against racism in Chapter 5, Discussion - 
Synthesis and Interpretations. 
Ethics 
Several ethical considerations in relationship to the values and principles of CRT 
were discussed throughout the methodology section. Even outside of CRT, ethical research 
must be built on respect for participants, precautions taken not to harm participants 
psychologically, physically, or otherwise, and to benefit participants as well as the 
researchers (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Several considerations should be taken to provide the 
highest possible ethical standards in qualitative designs, including seeking free and willing 
consent, taking measures for confidentiality and anonymity, using accessible language to 
explain the research process, and avoiding conflicts of interest.  
Researchers are encouraged to be aware of their position of power and or privilege in 
a research setting and encourage researchers to choose locations and adjust their approaches 
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so that the participants feel safe and valued (e.g., Hughes & Pennington, 2017; Marshall & 
Rossman, 2006). It is impossible or at least implausible for scholars to separate one’s lived 
experiences and perspectives generated from how they come to understand the experiences of 
others (Lichtman, 2013). Indeed, there are benefits and challenges of conducting qualitative 
research within a researcher’s own world (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). While closeness with 
the participant’s lived experiences can increase the quality of data analysis, expedite the 
process of gaining access to participants and identifying appropriate research sites, the 
researcher is also more vulnerable to political conflict regarding how the data is used, 
interpreted, and shared (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 
For this study, being aware of my own role as the main facilitator of the conversation 
implicates me also as a participant-observer with influence and power in the space (Saldaña 
& Omasta, 2018). I also carry my own experiences with storytelling among Black people 
across roles at Maya U and work closely with all the roles. There was also a possibility that I 
may know or know of some of the participants who responded to the call, or that they may 
know or know of me. A dynamic of power may be present where those in positions of less 
power than I (undergraduate students, administrators of lower rank) may feel pressure to talk 
with me or engage with me in a certain way. For example, I know many students at Maya U 
strategically spend more time with faculty and administrators to build mentoring 
relationships with hopes that they can successfully ask for a positive letter of 
recommendation in the future or so that they have a higher chance of being hired as a student 
research assistant or intern. Conversely, the opposite may occur, where I may have the 
opportunity to interview someone with more power or seniority with potential to influence 
my own professional path. The social construction of universities can create concerns about 
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spheres of influence that can positively or negatively impact individual’s advancement along 
academic or professional paths depending on what is known or perceived about that 
individual through various interactions. With this in mind, it was important that all 
participants believed they can trust me in order to gain their consent freely and willingly and 
for them to provide the most honest information. Sometimes, preestablished rapport can aid 
in yielding the deepest and richest insights between participant and researcher (Saldaña & 
Omasta, 2108). The ways I chose to create professional distance and boundaries between 
myself and participants was up to me and focused on ensuring my methods positioned me to 
provide a real sense of safety for participants where they could trust me to listen, support, and 
truly learn from them as experts on their own experience (Delgado, 1989; Saldaña & Omasta, 
2018; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). 
To create professional distance and boundaries with participants, I spoke to these 
issues directly with people who responded to my call for participants that may be 
institutionally categorized as having less power at the university in certain contexts. While 
reviewing the interview protocol with them in person, I shared with them my ethical values 
and the goals of my research in alignment with the empowerment goals of CRT in accessible, 
everyday language. I confirmed for them in both the written form of the protocol and with 
my words that their participation and identity in the study was anonymous—known only to 
other participants in the study if they chose to participate in the focus group, and that their 
participation in the study would not negatively impact my potential support for them in future 
endeavors. 
Prior to engaging in participant and recruitment for this study, my dissertation 
committee reviewed and approved the design. Their critique and subsequent 
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recommendations included improvements for ethical practice within the study. Finally, the 
Institutional Review Board for research ethics and legal practice at the institution reviewed 
and approved this study, providing and additional layer of ethical consideration and oversight 
(Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 
Trustworthiness 
Qualitative research does not claim to reveal absolute truths or generalizable 
certainties about a phenomenological experience as this would be antithetical to the 
postpositivist paradigm from which most qualitative research designs are drawn (Saldaña & 
Omasta, 2009; Webster & Mertova, 2007). However, systematic approaches are incorporated 
to claim a certain groundedness in realities that can be supported through rigorous 
observation about human experiences. In qualitative research, trustworthiness is not 
established through measure of repeatable controlled, objective circumstances but is best 
evaluated by the human beings that can provide testimony about the phenomenon of study 
(Webster & Mertova, 2007). 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that establishing trustworthiness requires processes 
of demonstrating credibility, confirmability, dependability, and transferability—often in 
concert with the people involved in the study. Drawing from Lincoln and Guba (1985), 
Nowell, Norris, White, & Moules (2017) move through Braun and Clarke’s (2012) model of 
thematic analysis to offer many ways that trustworthiness can be established within the six 
phases. In keeping to these guidelines throughout the study’s process, I engaged deeply over 
time with my data and triangulated different sources (video, notes, transcripts). I also 
documented all my thoughts in a journal and kept my raw data well-organized within my 
secure OneDrive cloud-based files (Nowell et al., 2017). In the second phase of analysis—
generating my initial codes—I developed a consistent coding framework and used my text-
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based thematic map in Excel to host an “audit trail of code generation” (Nowell et al., 2017, 
p. 4). The thematic map helped me to audit the development of themes in the third phase—
searching for themes—and allowed me to return to and compare themes to the raw data in the 
fourth phase of reviewing themes. In the fifth phase—defining and naming themes—I 
debriefed with a peer (my cofacilitator) and engaged in member checking before writing up 
the findings. I also described my processes thoroughly, engaging in thick description of the 
contexts within which the data was collected, and drew lines back to the theoretical 
orientation of my methodological choices throughout (Nowell et al., 2017). I offer more 
details on my efforts for credibility, confirmability, dependability, and transferability below. 
Credibility 
Establishing credibility requires that the participants and readers believe the study’s 
findings represent what was actually provided in the interview data and that the findings are 
clearly understood and based on efficient and rigorous methodology (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 
Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). To establish credibility beyond choosing an in-vivo coding and 
theming strategy throughout my analysis, I engaged in member checking with all participants 
individually and invited them all to give feedback on the focus group and interview 
transcripts and initial themes (Gall et al., 2003). These checks were triangulated with my own 
transcript data, the videos, conversations with my cofacilitator as well as my own notes and 
recordings (Gall et al., 2003; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 
Triangulation of data about the phenomenon of study is achieved further in this study 
considering data from multiple sources (more than three) to “ensure more dimension to the 
data” (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 99). According to Saldaña and Omasta, engaging in more 
than three interviews about a phenomenon of interest accounts for triangulation in addition to 
analyzing two other forms of data to understand if themes emerge as consistent or in conflict. 
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In this study, I analyzed the focus group transcripts of multiple students and personnel in 
addition to the transcripts of individual follow-up interviews about the experience of 
storytelling on campus among Black students and personnel during this time of racial 
tension. I also engaged in a systematic review of my own written reflections throughout the 
research process and coded the data for categories and themes (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 
Dependability and Confirmability 
According to Guba (1981), dependability and confirmability are highly connected. 
Dependability is established by a review of the decisions made in the research process that 
illuminates confirmability—the way in which the elements of the study’s design connect to 
clearly inform analysis and findings (Guba, 1981). My dissertation committee—having 
expertise in all areas of concern to this study as well as the critical elements of a strong 
study—serves as auditors of dependability and confirmability for this study to this end. My 
cofacilitator’s observations, notes, and our debriefs on the focus groups also offered me a 
way to compare, refine and confirm understanding (Creswell & Miller, 2000). 
Transferability 
As qualitative case studies of phenomenological contexts cannot claim to be 
generalizable, transferability is necessary to draw a high degree of similarity between the 
representative cases and other similar cases (Guba, 1981). The purposive sampling technique 
employed in this study, as well as thick descriptions of the interview and focus group 
interactions contributed to a high degree of transferability (Guba, 1981). According to Geertz 
(1973), thick description is the researcher’s written testimony of the “nuances, complexity, 
and significance” (p. 31) of “a social group’s interrelationship dynamics” (p. 420) based on 
what the researcher witnessed in the field of data collection (see also Saldaña & Omasta, 
2018). Such descriptions are intended to provide context and insight for readers about certain 
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aspects of a social group’s culture that can influence their lived experience. Thick 
descriptions from the focus groups and interviews were derived from my own written 
observations and notes during data collection and analysis and used to describe context 
around the findings in Chapter 4. 
Limitations 
Some potential limitations of the methods exist, including but not limited to potential 
conflicts of interest by conducting research at an institution where I have many relationships, 
not yielding the desired representative sample across roles within the identified participant 
pool, and time constraints when conducting and analyzing the contributions of 13 
participants across two focus groups and five individual interviews. However, using case 
logic (Small, 2009), the goal is not a representative sample in the post-positivist sense, but 
cases that can speak to the experience of interest. In addition to this limitation, I declared my 
own proclivities about the positive influence of storytelling among Black people at HWCUs 
at this time, my perceptions about the condition of solidarity across role groups, and why I 
believe storytelling could be helpful and should be examined. Within the interview and focus 
group questions, I took great care so as not to lead the participants to these same conclusions. 
For example, as I see to understand any connections between the participants meaning 
making of storytelling among Black people across roles at Maya U, I could ask questions that 
seem neutral but have subtle leads toward my own views (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). For 
example, referencing the research questions directly, such as “Did storytelling across roles 
help you to create relationships and connections among Black people at Maya U?,” may be 
leading as participants may not want to provide a negative or neutral view of storytelling in 
this context if they have knowledge about storytelling’s revered role in Black history. 
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Another limitation is that this analysis can only examine the expressed experience and 
expressed qualitative outcomes of storytelling among Black people across roles at Maya U 
during this time of racial tension and cannot measure psychological impact. A mixed 
methods study to measure psychological impact of storytelling in real time leveraging 
PVEST as a theoretical framework would be a worthwhile future study however, it was not a 
necessity to examine the phenomenon of interest for this research. 
Further, this study included only one Black female faculty and only one Black male 
undergraduate. While interrogating differences in perspective on the experience of 
storytelling at the intersection of gender and role is beyond the scope of this study, 
understanding the influence of gender as part of the self-appraisal, stress engagement, and 
problem-solving processes could be important for understanding dynamics of intergroup 
Black resilience and support at HWCUs. Having more representation within these two areas 
within this study could have provided more diverse viewpoints on the experience of 
intragroup storytelling as well as insight into potential areas of inquiry along this path for 
future research. It may have also strengthened the analysis and subsequent insights to analyze 
the data by role—separating data from faculty, administrators, undergraduate and graduate 
students—rather than all together. This consideration was also deemed ultimately to be 




CHAPTER 4: PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS
The focus group transcripts alone produced over 28,000 words, from which I drew 
forth approximately 700 codes. These codes represented single words or short phrases from 
the transcript. I clumped codes holding similar meaning and context into approximately 40 
categories and sifted through the categories, clumping by like meaning and context into nine 
key themes. In this chapter, I break down the stories that were shared among participants and 
their reflections about the experience—first focusing on the individual accounts and then on 
the questions posed to all focus group participants. I follow themes from the individual 
accounts and focus group discussion with additional insights relevant to the broader research 
questions. The findings represent responses across the two focus groups and incorporate 
relevant insight from the five follow-up interviews. At times, I substitute words within 
quoted text with a more generalized word to protect the anonymity of the participants. For 
example, where a participant named another individual in their comment, I substituted the 




Participant Storytelling Map From Individual Accounts 
Role/gender Who did they share with? What was the story about? What happened after? 
Ted 
Faculty/M 
a Black colleague/M “asked for a chance to offer some remarks” “my 
voice is silenced” “they absolutely silence people 
all the time” “that whole year nobody said 
anything about [the monument]” 
“we just moved on to the next thing” 
“we’re both up to date” “there’s a 
familiarity there” “it’s not like I need to 




a Black colleague/F “I got racially profiled” “sharing something I had 
never shared before [with my class]” “things 
haven’t changed that much” 
“led to a discussion—[colleague had a] 




a Black colleague/F “leadership meeting” “really numb” “speaking to 
the deafening silence” “why do we always have to 
speak back into the very things that are killing us?” 
re: “George Floyd” 
“we had a conversation about the role, 
the tension I felt in my role” “my other 
colleague felt the same way” 
Queen 
Faculty/F 
peer mentoring group for “mostly 
women of color”/F 
“having a really hard time” “how the university is 
handling response to acts of racism . . . I’ve been 
pulled into so many different committees . . . my 
voice never feels like its heard . . . the solutions 
that come out of it are completely ineffective” 
“that was really liberating” “allowed 
me to form new relationships with 
individuals in the group” “met with 




a Black colleague/F “in a meeting” “all the members aside from myself 
and one other colleague . . . are White” “I wasn’t 
asked . . . for any sorts of reactions” “feeling more 
invisible than I’ve ever felt in that space”  




off-campus Black friends/2Fs + 
1M, all alumni 
“Old [Black] Maya U, New [Black] Maya U”; 
“Maya U has changed so much” “the monument” 
“unpacking what that meant” “noticing 
the differences” “connects us further”  
Tristen 
Admin/M 
a Black colleague/F “when will we get it right in higher education 
around supporting specifically Black people” “are 
we just spinning our wheels again, are we really 
going to see change?” 
“we did a whole presentation for the 
whole division . . . about the Black 
experience”  







Table 2. (cont.)   
Role/gender Who did they share with? What was the story about? What happened after? 
Dee Wingate 
Undergrad/F 




on-campus Black friends/all F “a White classmate” “comment was pretty 
derogatory” “nobody said anything” “felt like I 
was the only person who was really angry” 
“made me feel better” “realized my 
feelings were valid” 
Gregory Woods 
Undergrad/M 
On-campus Black friends/2F “group chat” “primarily White people” “Nobody 
said anything” “I know you guys see this. Do we 
say something or do we wait?,” re: “George 
Floyd” 
“We’ll wait” “I send a message” “they 
created these bi-weekly race 




another Black grad student/F “We were outraged. We were frustrated” 
“Statements that were sent out were very blanket” 
“That’s all you can give?”; “You need to say 
something,” re: “George Floyd” 
“Some actions we decided” “stepping 
up and speaking” “town hall meeting” 
Veronica 
Grad/F 
a Black faculty member/F “I am the only Black student . . .” “not a lot of 
discussion about the matters that were going on 
related to race” “searching for conversations” “felt 
like I was being passed off” 
“[Black faculty member] felt very 
much the same way” “we kind of 




off-campus Black friend/M “There’s old racial tension here” “fire and anger 




another Black grad student/F “there was Ahmaud Arbery . . . Breonna Taylor 
. . . George Floyd . . . Christian Cooper . . .” “I’m 
frustrated and uncertain with COVID . . .” “feeling 
very depressed” “we had a venting session” 
“we decided okay, we have to do 
something” “we crafter a short email” 
“copied three other individuals at the 
school level” 
Note. The content and context of the individual stories shared are layered and robust. Much more contextualizing verbiage is contained in the 
interview transcripts. This table seeks to highlight some coded excerpts related to the crux of the stories participants shared with other Black 
persons related to the racial tensions on campus, as well as participants’ words about what happened as a result of telling the stories. These 
highlighted excerpts may or may not be reflected in the naming of the themes below but are included in the data analysis process leading to the final 








In each focus group, participants were invited individually to recall a time they shared 
an experience or their feelings related to the elevated racial tension on campus in recent years 
with another Black person or persons. They were asked to recount what they shared and with 
whom, including any relevant contexts such as how they were feeling, any events that 
influenced the story, where, when and how they shared your story. They were also asked to 
share what happened after they shared this story—either immediately following or across 
time—that was directly related to the telling of the story, including their own thoughts, 
interactions, or events that stemmed from telling the story to another Black person. After 
each participant shared, other participants were invited to ask a follow-up question. This 
section provides themes derived from participants’ descriptions of their individual 
storytelling experiences under the headings of the focus group prompts provided to 
participants. 
What Were the Stories About? 
“George Floyd,” “the Monument,” “Maya U,” and “Silence” 
Several participants spoke to circumstances where they were dealing with their own 
feelings about highly publicized racist events against Black people. Six of the 14 participants 
(Tierra [G], Nathaniel [F], Gregory Woods [U], Tristen [A], Ferris [F], and Dee [U]) 
mentioned George Floyd’s name directly within the context of their stories. Eric Garner, 
Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, and Jacob Blake’s names were also mentioned by other 
participants across both focus groups. Denise Chapman (A) and Queen (F) did not name 
Black people who were victimized by violence or the monument but spoke more generally to 
“the violent acts that happened against Black people in America that had hit the national 
news” and “acts of racism and the racial tension on campus,” respectively. Four participants 
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(Ted [F], Ivy [A], Mark [G], and Veronica [G]) mentioned incidences involving a well-
known Confederate monument on campus. Within these stories, the participants expressed 
negative feelings about the way the university was responding to these incidences, most 
framing Maya U and associated leadership as “silent” during a difficult time (Tierra [G], 
Nathaniel [F], Gregory Woods [U], Tiffany [U], Ted [F], Keith [G], Veronica [G]). 
Several participants expressed some version of “why don’t you get it?” with regard to 
Maya U and associated leadership on the impact of racial issues globally and how they 
manifest for Black people on campus (Gregory Woods [U], Nathaniel [F], Keith [G], Ivy 
[A]). Regarding the monument specifically, Ivy (A) offered that she finds herself 
explaining to non-Black colleagues. . . . It’s like me going to my neighborhood and 
seeing our sign there with a noose next to it. You still want me to go in, and feel safe, 
and at peace . . . and when you contextualize, “Oh, I get it!” and I was like, should I 
have had to do that? Why did that not click? 
Gregory Woods (U) described a group chat associated with an undergraduate 
program he is part of that is normally very active taking a shift during this time of heightened 
racial tension on campus. He shared, “When Breonna Taylor and George Floyd happened, 
we noticed a shift in how many notifications—it went silent. Nobody was saying anything at 
all.” When his focus group was asked what stood out across the discussion, Gregory Woods 
(U) offered, 
There are two things that kind of underride all of our conversations, both being the 
monument and George Floyd, and these two things vary, I guess . . . these things are 
always on our minds, but clearly the interactions demonstrate that for many, they 
don’t give it a thought. We’re walking in spaces where people don’t give it a thought 
or don’t care, but I guess when you think about it, they’re one and the same. 
“Statements” and “Ineffective Solutions” 
Participants in both focus groups mentioned the university and the associated 
leadership’s use of written or other expressed statements when discussing the university’s 
 
124 
silence on issues of racism, while other participants resisted or negotiated their role in such 
statements. Tierra (G) shared, 
I feel statements were made about a lot of things that will happen on our campus, but 
this is one thing that was just not—or it was delayed or some of the statements that 
were sent out were very blanket. . . . It’s kind of like, wow, really? That’s all you can 
give? It was a slap in the face because it showed a lack of empathy. 
In the other focus group, Queen (F), a member of the faculty, shared within a group of other 
“mostly women of color,” 
I’m having a really, really hard time with how the university is handling not even just 
the response to the acts of racism and the racial tension on campus but the fact that 
I’ve been pulled into so many different committees and meetings on it but one, my 
voice never feels like it’s heard, and two, the solutions that come out of it are 
completely ineffective from my point of view and have been ineffective over the 
years. 
Nathaniel (F), Keith (G), and Tierra (G) all spoke with their administrative leadership 
to request that those leaders use their “power” and their “voice” to “say something” and that 
these statements needed to come from them, with varying results discussed later in this 
section. Denise (A), who found herself negotiating a response on issues of racism, also felt 
the response her group was trying to develop “was well meaning and well-intended but some 
of the assumptions that were being made bordered on offensive even though it was taking the 
shape of allyship.” She felt “bad about the way we were going about it” and talked to another 
Black peer about it. Tristen (A), another administrator, felt “leaders and executives, 
administrators all know that the need to say we value diversity and inclusion but so is so 
shallow here. . . . It’s just another tagline.” In this focus group, the word “gaslighting” was 
used by three participants to describe participants’ perceived discrepancy between what 
[Maya U] says and “reality.” Ted (F) shared, “I think there’s a lot of gaslighting that comes 




The gaslighting is what makes us seek out other people because you’re in a space and 
you’re like, am I crazy? I keep hearing this narrative but what’s happening does not 
align with what I’m hearing from the administration or where we profess to be so 
then you really start to feel like, “am I overreacting?” 
“Emotions” 
For many participants, the events surrounding George Floyd in particular and their 
perception of the university’s lack of response or ineffective solutions sparked many 
“emotions” and “emotional” moments. In particular, anger and outrage, along with the 
words frustrated, shocked, and stunned, were used by nine participants to describe the 
feelings they shared in stories with others in relationship to the violence against Black people 
and how the university, their program, or their associate group responded in the context of 
their stories. According to Tierra (G), “we were a lot more fragile with emotions and things 
because of the pandemic, and so people’s anxieties are heightened, and you’re just heavy on 
emotions.” Ferris (F) shared, 
As someone has said, at that particular time, everyone was kind of at the peak of their 
emotions, that kind of thing. I did make myself vulnerable in ways that I have never 
done before at sharing stories and things like that, which I think the platform was just 
set for that. Emotions were so raw, and the situation was just so, I don’t know, I don’t 
want to say dire, but the situation was just so prominent on all of our minds especially 
if you’re a person of color, that those kinds of stories came forward. 
Nathaniel (F) shared, “There was outrage from students. There was outrage from faculty. 
There was outrage by a number of different people.” 
Some anger and outrage was directed at Maya U and the participant’s perceptions of 
the university’s silence on the issue. Gregory Woods (U) offers further to what stood out 
across his focus group discussions, 
You have other people who don’t understand why they need to speak with 
relationship at it relates to George Floyd, and this lack of recognition of what is 




Tiffany (U) shared that she was “angry with the program” she was associated with when a 
White peer made a “derogatory” racialized comment during a meeting and “no one said 
anything.” 
Feelings of anger and outrage were mixed with feelings described as “numb” and 
“desensitization,” sometimes by the same participant. In his focus group, Mark (G) shared 
feelings of “fire and anger” he felt when Eric Garner was killed and how he talked with a 
friend to compare his feeling at that time with the circumstances playing out at Maya U, “In 
talking to [my friend] about being here at Maya U, I had come to feel numb to it because it 
felt like the same shit, just a different day.” In a follow-up interview to understand more of 
what he meant by the “cultivated sense of self-awareness,” he noticed at a “lack of emotional 
arch” that used to be there for him surrounding racialized incidences of “violence” and 
“police.” Mark (G) also shared, “Where numbness stops and anger starts has become a super-
super blurred line, so awareness of that and considering what that means has been—it’s been 
tough.” Tierra (G) followed in her story, “these things happen way too frequently. It’s almost 
like you get desensitized to it.” 
Two participants spoke to how their emotions manifested in ways that limited their 
productivity. Nathaniel (F) shared, “I was just really numb at this particular point and didn’t 
feel like I had the capacity nor did I want to write a statement.” Keith (G) shared that he had 
been feeling “very depressed, just feeling literally almost immobilized like I couldn’t even be 
productive, I couldn’t think, I couldn’t write.” 
Both Mark (G) and Tierra (G) noted that they were not from the state and did not 
identify with the history and culture associated with the “Confederate South.” Within the 
vein of discussing desensitization and numbness, Tierra (G), Mark (G), and Ivy (A) spoke to 
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how they perceived Blacks who grew up in the South to respond to racism. Speaking of the 
recipient of her story, another Black graduate student, Tierra (G) shared, “She’s a lot more 
desensitized to it than I am because I did not come from a very southern background.” Mark 
(G) offered, “There’s old racial tension here. Confederacy—I never even thought of those 
sort of dynamics in New York City or Florida or South Florida.” Ivy (A) shared in a different 
focus group, “We always recognize this Confederate monument in that how messed up it 
was. But as a southern girl, you’re just kind of steeped in it.” 
“Voice”: “Speaking Up” 
Many participants articulated how their emotions about the university’s response (or 
their associated group or program) with regard to racialized issues pushed them to speak to 
people in leadership positions to share their feelings and what they felt should happen. For 
Veronica (G), Tiffany (U), Nathaniel (F), Ted (F), and Queen (F), their acts of speaking up 
were the crux of the story they shared with other Black people. Among these participants, 
some experienced internal conflict with using their voice in this way, expressing that they felt 
they were pushed to speak up but this should not have been their responsibility, rearticulating 
a frustration with the university and its leadership. Nathaniel (F) shared, 
I didn’t actually speak up because of what happened as it related to George Floyd. I 
spoke up because of the deafening silence, and I think that is an important distinction 
to make. There’s what happened with George Floyd, and yes, we needed to speak to 
that, but then what I was really speaking up about is your lack of recognition of why 
you need to speak to this. . . . I think the lack of speaking is endemic to what’s wrong 
with the institution. 
Several participants used the word “voice” to identify sources of power in communication 
during this difficult time, negotiating why certain voices were necessary at that space in time. 
Some participants expressed frustration that their own voice was not used or leveraged to 
advance the situation or that other people of color’s voices had been left out. 
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“Balance” and “Choices”: “How Far Do You Go?” 
Several participants across both focus groups referenced a mindfulness of their “role” 
or their raced and gendered positions within the contexts they were operating in their stories 
and their perceptions of how those factors played into their decision-making when using their 
voice or speaking up. In the first focus group, Tierra, a Black female graduate student, 
shared, “We just kind of pushed to the back of our minds because it was more business, you 
didn’t want to seem like the angry Black woman. You didn’t want to seem sensitive to 
different topics that will hit you.” Nathaniel (F) shared as part of his individual storytelling 
exchange with a colleague, 
We had a conversation about the role, the tension that I felt in my role, having the 
responsibility in a position but also being significantly impacted by what is 
happening, and how do you balance that? . . . We’re trying to balance how far do you 
go in expressing your frustration, disappointment, outrage, and when do you full 
back? 
He also offered, “Even if I wasn’t in this role, just living, breathing, walking in and out of 
that [space] as a Black man, there are things that I need to say just in order to be able to exist 
in this place about my own experiences.” In this focus group, Ferris (F) shared, 
I’ve earned tenure . . . so when I’m at the table, I have to think it in the context of 
how can I let my voice known or the marginalized voices be known. But also, know 
that I’m not going to back down, and I’m going to try to be that voice. But in some 
ways, like Nathaniel (F) says, a lot of things have to be packaged to be palatable to 
the default. 
Tiffany (U) shared in the other focus group, 
I know a lot of times I feel like, you know, don’t want to look like the angry Black 
woman or I don’t want to be the person that causes friction. . . . I still have that 
feeling of did I take it too far of did my actions make sense like did I do something 
that I was supposed to do. 
Denise (A) echoed her sentiments in the chat function of Zoom, “agree with the censorship 
because you do not want to be characterized as the angry Black woman!” In this focus group, 
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Keith (G) said this in response to what stood out for him in listening to the participants’ 
stories: 
How much do we hold White comfort or do the choices that we have to make through 
conversations to not care so much about White comfort . . . something that we might 
have been battling with in all of our stories especially once we did these action-
oriented things after we talked to each other. 
Denise (A) responded in the chat, “or not having to soften it so that it doesn’t hurt your 
White fragility.” Ted (F) was in this focus group, and shared, “The second you step off that 
path, you say anything critical or anything challenging, you offer some actual diverse 
viewpoints then you’re sort of railroaded out here.” 
What Happened After the Story Was Told? 
“Action” and “More Conversation” 
Sharing a story about their experiences and feelings with another Black person led to 
several participants collaborating with the recipient of their story on a strategic response to 
their associated space within the university with an ask for action (Denise [A], Gregory 
Woods [U], Keith [G], Veronica [G], Tristen [A], and Tierra [G]). These participants used 
the words “we decided” or “we” followed by the action steps they took after talking through 
their feelings on the racial issues as they were manifesting on campus. For example, Tierra 
(G) shared, 
Some actions that we decided to take were stepping up and speaking about how in 
talking to the faculty, in talking to our colleagues and saying, “You should have said 
something. You need to say something,” so as a result, I think actions were made. 
In the other focus group, Denise (A) and Keith (G) shared that after a “debrief” and “venting 
session” with a peer about their own respective situations, they decided in partnership with 
the recipient of their stories to do something. Denise (A) shared, “In the end where we landed 
was we decided to just respond at the next meeting. We gathered our thoughts into five 
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points together that we coordinated.” Keith (G) shared within his individual account that after 
the “venting session,” “we decided, okay, we have to do something. We can’t just be upset 
and then try to get along and continue to our departments and programs . . . So the young 
woman and I we grafted a short email.” 
For Ferris (F), Queen (F), Tiffany (U), and Keith (G), their initial sharing of the story 
led to more conversations related to the same topic. Queen’s (F) story involved her sharing 
her perspectives and experiences with a group of strangers who were “mostly women of 
color” in a peer mentoring group. Though she was “nervous” to share her thoughts initially, 
she said that the experience “also allowed me to form relationships with individuals within 
the group and I’ve met with them outside of that regular meeting to discuss things a bit 
further.” Ferris (F) shared that he and the colleague he shared with “wound up having another 
conversation” wherein he shared more about his students’ responses to his story with her for 
a research project, offering to also share generally with me if it would be helpful for my 
research. Tristen (A) shared that he and the colleague he discussed it with did a presentation 
for their division about Black experiences in higher education as a result of their 
conversation. Tiffany (U) and Dee (U) revealed that they have shared their stories multiple 
times with others. 
“Validation” and “Connection” 
Several participants articulated seeking and/or receiving “validation” from their peers 
from sharing their story (Mark [G], Tiffany [U], Dee [U], Denise [A]). In Tiffany’s (U) story, 
she spoke up about a racialized issue within a group of “all minorities” that were part of a 
program in which she participates. After feeling “like I was the only one who was angry” and 
that “more should have been done” to address the issue from the leadership, she talked to her 
friends about the experience. “At first I felt like I overreacted but after I spoke with my 
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friends, I realized that my reaction was valid and that I took the right steps in that situation.” 
Dee (U) shared that in a situation where she was being confronted by another Black student 
who held different views than her on sensitive topics, that she turned to her Black family 
members to recount the experience. “I guess I’m more so seeing validation and the love from 
them . . . just like some type of validation, and love, and acknowledgment.” In a follow-up 
interview, Mark (G) shared that he had recently shared an article with his friend—the 
recipient of his story—about an indecent where a police officer was shot. In the exchange, 
Mark (G) talked with his friend about his conflicting feelings: “On one hand, I feel self-
righteous, and I don’t really care, but the other hand, I should care.” Mark (G) went on, 
“Talking with [my friend] about this and seeing we were both on the same page, it was 
validating. It made me feel better about myself. . . . I needed that validation with [my 
friend).” 
Gregory Woods (U) and Ivy (A) discussed how exchanging stories within their close 
friend group about shared experiences deepened their connection. Gregory (U) shared, 
It made us even closer because I would say that we were already best friends. . . . It 
just gave us kind of another avenue to really be like, for lack of better phrase, “We 
have to stick together because we can get lost in the sea of these people who seems so 
intent upon having this affinity for each other based off nothing other than race.” 
In a follow-up interview where I sought to learn more about Ivy’s (A) storytelling with her 
off-campus friends who were also alumni, Ivy (A) remarked, “I have recently circled back, 
so it connects us further like literally, the I know you know what I’m talking about moments 
and makes me appreciate them even more.” 
Some participants also remarked on the experience of the focus group as part of a 
connecting experience. Nathaniel (F) shared at the conclusion of his focus group, 
There’s a certain level of connectivity that I feel even in this space, and I think that 
gets to storytelling. . . . There’s a certain level of connectivity to hear Tierra (G) tell 
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her story, and then to be able to tell a very similar story from a faculty perspective, 
and then to have her offer to ask a follow-up question as someone who is a student in 
a graduate program. I should point out that this is what Black folks have had to do all 
their lives in order to give and survive in the world. 
In the other focus group, Kierra (G) shared, 
Having genuine conversations and chatting with you guys it was like, it’s very 
different than bringing it up in those spaces, like less stress and anxiety to bring this 
up because I know that they’ll be able to connect with it on some level. 
Focus Group Discussions 
After each participant shared individually, all participants were invited to respond to 
the questions “What stood out to you from this discussion?” and “What do you want people 
to know about storytelling during times of racial tension between Black people across 
different roles at HWCUs?” The themes below emerged from participant responses under the 
heading of the prompt. 
What Stood Out? 
“George Floyd,” “the monument,” “action,” and “speaking up.” The themes 
above reflect what much of what participants expressed stood out to them, including the 
threads emotions and responses to George Floyd’s death at the hands of police, threads of the 
monument, and the many action steps that were taken either as part of the story or after to 
address feelings about racial issues on campus. “We were all pretty action oriented,” noted 
Keith (G). “We were all on the side of saying something” noted Tierra (G). Eleven of the 14 
participants had some interaction with Maya U leadership or a powerful body of peers at 
Maya U either as the crux of the story they told (Denise [A], Tiffany [U], Nathaniel [F], 
Veronica [G], Queen [F], Gregory Woods [U], and Ted [F]) and/or as a result of sharing 
feelings and experiences related to timely racial issues with another Black peer on campus 
(Tierra [G], Veronica [G], Keith [G], Tristen [A]). 
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“Things haven’t changed”/ “no happy ending.” Participants in both focus groups 
expressed “things haven’t changed” when asked what stood out to them across their 
discussion (Mark [G], Nathaniel [F], Ferris [F], Tristen [A], Veronica [G], Keith [G], 
Gregory Woods [U]). “It feels like nothing is going anywhere and your just kind of 
spinning,” Mark (G) remarked. In Mark’s (G) focus group, Nathaniel (F) shared, “I had a 
colleague who just retired, and she was facing these very same kinds of issues although they 
manifested in different ways for the time in the late 80s.” In sharing his individual story, 
Ferris (F) said, “As I was telling her the story, we were just talking about how things haven’t 
changed that much. All of these things aren’t that new.” In reflecting on what stood out 
across the discussion, Gregory Woods (U) shared that he took note of 
the linearity between all the generations that spoke. . . . It’s been the same thing for so 
long and then some of it was manifested in different ways. But if you really sat back 
and you listened, it was the same stuff, this hurdle of race that nobody asked for. 
In the other focus group, Veronica (G) shared, 
I think that what stood out to me with all the stories that we all shared is that there 
wasn’t necessarily a happy ending for anyone and it just kind of made me think about 
I know that more work needs to be done but how much work needs to be done for us 
to get to that place and can it even be done. 
Within Veronica’s (G) focus group, Keith (G) and Ted did not express a positive resolution 
to their act of speaking up. According to Keith (G), 
We were kind of happy at first . . . but then I guess felt a little disappointment. . . . We 
still felt that that really wasn’t going to make an immediate impact on the experiences 
of students and faculty – Black students and faculty in our school – and we felt that 
we just didn’t think far enough down the road of what we were really asking for in 
that moment. 
Ted shared, 
Even though we have had administrative change, I don’t think the culture has actually 
changed all that much at all. I think that’s part of the problem that we still face as a 
university and there’s nowhere to go and nobody to rally talk to. 
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Tristen (A) responded to Denise (A) comment of “is this reality?” with 
the more things change, the more things actually stay the same . . . there is nothing 
that I see that is coming down the pipeline that wasn’t talked about 5 years ago or 10 
years ago. . . . Are we just spinning wheels again, are we truly going to see change? 
In the vein of wondering if change will come, Gregory Woods (U) shared further in 
his focus group, 
I was expecting to see that theme throughout the discussing, and I was kind of upset. 
But I was also like it seems to be that that’s how it’s been for so long, so where do we 
go? I don’t think anyone had any answers. I don’t have an answer, I’m not going to 
ask anyone if they have an answer to that, but it seems like everyone is kind of just 
there. Yes, this is real. This is horrible. Nothing has worked, but we also don’t know 
what to do. 
What Do You Want People to Know? 
Storytelling is “sustaining”; “historical”; “a teaching tool”; “comforting”; 
“alleviating”; “necessary”; “validating.” This question was posed at the end of each focus 
group, with four individual participants from each group offering their sentiments. In the first 
focus group, three participants spoke to intragroup storytelling among Black people to cope 
with racism specifically. Ivy (A) called storytelling “integral” and “a strength and a necessary 
part of our experience.” According to Ivy (A), “I think it leads to a connection, a bonding 
between people. . . . I think it is a necessity because that’s also how things get moved up the 
ladder.” Ferris (F) wanted people to know that 
the power of your story and when to tell your story can really make a difference. . . . 
Sometimes when you have camaraderie or someone telling their story, it frees you up 
like “Oh, I have a story, too, or I have a sphere of influence that I can impact as well.” 
Several participants articulated the validation they feel is possible from exchanging 
stories among Black people about racialized experiences on campus. In response to the 
question what do you want people to know, Tiffany (U) shared, “Storytelling is, and 
speaking among our Black peers and Black faculty, it kind of is comforting in a way because 
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you realize that your feelings are valid and that you’re not alone.” Denise (A) followed with 
a message to other Black individuals: 
I think I would also add to that in if I’m imparting what I would say to what other 
people should know is to lift each other up. I think even in my story the only reason 
why I was able to pull those points and present them to the leadership was with the 
support of that colleague . . . where we can . . . validate each other and be supportive 
because there is some strength and reassurance in numbers and whether we get the 
outcome we want or not there is some reward in just being able to put it out there is a 
space even if all it does is make people uncomfortable. 
In the other focus group, Keith (G) shared, “If we only talked to whoever we talked to 
and we left it at that I think that the utility of it is to convince ourselves that we are not alone 
in this by simply talking to another Black person at this campus and university.” Veronica 
(G) said, 
It’s alleviating of the pressures of having to like, okay, I’m going to share this story 
and I might have to fill in some gaps for you as opposed to another person where it’s 
like I don’t have to fill in the gaps right now . . . I think that’s important to highlight 
the importance of storytelling with other people like yourself. 
Nathaniel (F) remarked that storytelling is “sustaining,” “historical,” and a “teaching 
tool.” “I think storytelling is sustaining in that I think in order for us to be sustained, we have 
to have other folks who look like us that we can tell our stories to.” Nathaniel (F) went 
further, “I don’t think that we could maintain at this place because I do think there are the 
people who would get the earful that they really deserved and that would not bode well for 
us.” Nathaniel (F) went on to add, 
I think storytelling is also historical because I think that one of the things that you 
learn is that you realize what you are facing. . . . It provides you a historical arc for 
kind of how things worked in the past and what didn’t work and what did help. You 
can go to these people and get the historical knowledge and understanding for 
thinking about how to move forward. 
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Mark (G) simply wanted people to know that storytelling “happens. It’s not something that I 
actively thought about and yet, I didn’t think long before I thought of oh, no, that was 
storytelling.” 
Figure 2 maps the themes across responses to the following general prompts to 
participants: What was the story about; what happened after telling the story; what stood out; 
and what do participants want people to know about storytelling among Black individuals at 
HWCUs during times of racial tension. It also outlines the connections between themes in the 
way participants articulated their experiences. For example, many participants began their 
stories with a pivotal moment, i.e. George Floyd’s death, incidences around the monument, 
and Maya U’s statements or silence or attempts to address these circumstances. Participants 
articulated how these moments sparked a range of emotions, considerations about how they 
should talk about their emotions or who should be speaking about it. With these 
considerations, many participants navigated choices about what actions to take and the 
possible consequences of their actions. These thoughts and considerations flowed in and out 
of one another did not necessarily follow a linear pattern. Overall, in reflecting on these 
circumstances, many participants reflected on the validation and connection they felt to one 
another and what they wanted people to understand about storytelling for Black students and 








The focus group data provided insight on the participant’s experiences beyond 
answers to the focus group questions that also have relevance to the research question of how 
Black people experience storytelling during a time of racial tension at an HWCU. In 
particular, the findings below provide insight into the lived experiences and contexts that 
shaped the participant’s stories and their need to tell them in the way that they did and to 
whom they did, which connects to the potential impact of intragroup storytelling. The 
following notes are based on my own review of the data, the framing of which is supported 
by my data analysis, notes and quotes but not corroborated explicitly by participants. 
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Demographics of the Story Recipients: The Listeners 
Twelve of the 14 participants expressed that they shared their story with a peer or 
group of peers. For example, the faculty shared with other faculty in their school or 
department and undergraduates shared with other undergraduates, administrators with other 
administrators. Also of note, 12 of the 14 stories were shared with Black women. In the two 
stories wherein a male was the sole recipient of the story, a male was also the storyteller.  
Assumptions of the Support Versus Experiences of Conflict 
Of the 14 participants, 12 described accounts of storytelling wherein the recipients of 
their story offered confirmation of their feelings or reassurance. Twelve participants sought a 
peer with whom they already had a relationship. The words “felt the same way,” “agreed,” or 
“on the same page” were used by six participants (Nathaniel [F], Queen [F], Veronica [G], 
Denise [A]), and other participants described the recipient of their story responding in other 
ways that indicated shared sentiments on the matter they were communicating about (Ted [F] 
and Ferris [F]) “validation” (Mark [G], Tiffany [U], and Dee [U]), or “decided” with them to 
engage in action around shared sentiments (Gregory Woods [U], Keith [G], Tristen [A]). 
Several participants who reached out to share their story with another Black person 
commented that they assumed the recipient of their story would understand their feelings and 
experiences. For example, Ivy (A) shared that within the group of Black friends she shared 
her stories with, “you can connect with that because you’re in a similar situation or you are 
aware.” Of his friend and colleague that Ted shared his experience with, Ted shared, “We 
both have a pretty good understanding of what’s happening here. We’re both up to date. . . . 
So I think it’s just there’s a familiarity there.” Veronica (G) shared that she found talking 
with the focus group “alleviating” because she knew that the participants could “connect” in 
some way to her experiences. In her story, Veronica (G) shared, 
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I did feel like I connected with her in this moment of like these are my concerns and 
here is why and I felt like before I even had to go too far on the why, she was like 
“oh, I see you and I get it” and so it was helpful when I finally landed on her. 
Both Queen (F) and Dee (U) talked about “trust” in their stories. In her individual 
account of a storytelling incident, Queen (F) shared her story with a group of strangers in a 
peer mentoring group and was “hesitant” and “nervous” to share her feelings with them and 
making a choice to “trust” that they would bring her concerns to an appointed leadership 
group. In a follow-up interview, Queen (F) shared that when she considers who to share 
feelings and thoughts about race, “there’s a certain level of vulnerability there, and a certain 
level of will this person understand.” Queen (F) continued, 
So when I bring up experiences, I have to think about all of those things. Is this 
someone who would benefit from hearing this? Is this someone—maybe I’m looking 
for a shoulder to vent, or a shoulder to cry on. Is this someone who would provide 
that? Is this someone that would maybe make an insensitive comment about what I 
said, and then further exacerbate the situation? 
Dee (U) shared that trust is part of the reason she turns to her family and a “couple of close 
friends” on campus about issues of race, saying, 
I just think that I keep my circle close because cancel is a thing and it’s like if I 
disagree or if I say something wrong publicly or to someone that I wouldn’t trust, 
they may take what I say and twist what I meant by it or in situations like the person I 
told the story about, it could be met with them trying to say my experience isn’t valid. 
Dee (U) is one of two participants that indicted a lack of support from another Black 
person as part of their individual storytelling. Both Dee (U) and Tiffany (U) turned to other 
Black people with whom they had close relationships (family and friends, respectively) to 
discuss and process a perceived negative interaction. Dee’s account involved another Black 
undergraduate student who often challenged her position on issues of race and gender issues 
and her calling on her family to discuss the experience, but her issue of trust implicated the 
broader Black student community at Maya U. Both Dee (U)and Ivy (A) made reference to 
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“Black Maya U” as a term for the collective community and culture of Black people at the 
university. However, for Dee (U), Black Maya U represented “a certain level of involvement 
with the Black community,” particularly involvement with the predominant undergraduate 
student group representing the interest of Black people. In a follow-up interview, Dee (U) 
shared that she felt Black Maya U cultivated a “cancel culture” wherein “if you say 
something that offends someone, you just get attacked for it.” Dee (U) continued, 
A lot of the things that are being talked about surrounding racial injustice are very 
complex. If they say one thing wrong, it’s “oh, you don’t get to talk anymore,” “you 
don’t get to add to this discussion.” And then it’s like not only the idea that you’re 
cancelling someone’s voice, it goes even a step further to like humiliate that person 
and their intelligence. 
Dee’s perception of Black Maya U was different from Ivy’s (A) expressed description of 
Black Maya U. Ivy (A) was another participant in Dee’s focus group who identifies as an 
administrator and alumna. Ivy (A) described her experience with Black Maya U as one she 
and her friends “hold dear” and one of “comradery” across Black students. In response to 
Ivy’s (A) positive testimony about her undergraduate experience with other Black students, 
Dee (U) offered, 
It’s really frustrating as an undergrad when right now is when I need those safe 
spaces to go to and talk, but then there’s only one and there’s politics within that one 
space, so yeah. I’m not even in the Black Maya U group chat. 
In the follow-up interview, Dee (U) shared that she turns “to her family and then the 
three of four class friends that I’ve made on campus to talk about racial issues” for 
“validation, love, and acknowledgment” because “we can disagree and I think it’s more like a 
respectful disagreement.” Another undergraduate participant, Gregory Woods (U), offered, 
I have noticed gatekeeping within Black Maya U . . . I don’t know what it is, but 
people were acting funny with me. I was like we look the same, there’s not many of 
us here, what are you doing? 
Ivy (A) confirmed that students today “do not have the same comradery that we had.” 
 
141 
Tiffany’s (U) story was the second individual storytelling account where the 
participant felt other Black individuals were not supportive. In Tiffany’s (U) situation, the 
Black people she felt were not supportive were the leaders of her academic program in a 
situation where a White peer made a racialized comment that she considered negative. She 
expressed, “I felt like I was the only person that was really angry about the comment, so I 
was kind of confused by the fact that a lot of people weren’t as angry as me.” She continued, 
I think the thing that shocked me the most was that my own people weren’t as vocal 
because the comment was pretty derogatory. I was also just thrown off by the way the 
program handling is because the people over the program are [Black]. 
Talking to her friends about the situation “made me feel better,” Tiffany (U) said. 
The Only One or One of Few 
Seven participants shared explicitly that they were one of few or the only Black 
person in the program, department, or unit they associate themselves within in the context of 
Maya U and the story they shared with another Black person (pseudonyms omitted to protect 
participants). These participants included this additional layer of minoritized status as part of 
the context for their individual stories and reflections within the focus group when discussing 
issues of voice and power. For example, one participant asked another, 
When is it appropriate to speak up because I feel like often times as a person of color 
in a space where there aren’t too many people of color, you’re often the token and the 
voice when it comes to these topics and so you are the only person that should say 
something. 
Another participant shared, “If you look at the executives that come from the faculty, there’s 
nobody that looks like me.” One participant shared, “I’m, like I said, the only person, usually 
the only person of color in the room, not even just the only Black person so those were the 
things that influenced sort of me telling that story.” Another student noted that she was the 
only Black student in her department. 
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Focus Group Dynamics 
I took extensive notes on my observations of interactions between the focus group 
participants and discussed these interactions with my cofacilitator. Interactions between 
participants were important to observe and note because they provide insight into the 
storytelling experience between Black students and personnel. The following observations 
are based on my notes and participant quotes. 
In both focus groups, older generations offered their perspective on a younger 
member’s circumstances either in response to the younger person requesting insight or at 
their own decision. Specifically, in both focus groups, an undergraduate student expressed 
dissatisfaction with their program’s responses to their own request for action on a racialized 
issue. The graduate students asked the undergraduate, almost verbatim, “What would you 
have wanted to happen? What outcome did [you] expect aside from what [you] kind of 
received?” In a follow-up interview, when I asked what he was trying to do with the 
question, Mark (G) shared that “he felt similarly in terms of looking to my peers for 
validation” (when he was an undergraduate student) and that he “wanted to the extent that he 
felt it was healthy for him and possible to find that validation elsewhere . . . I wanted him to 
feel secure without that because it too me a while to find that.” Tierra (G) also commented on 
Gregory Woods’s (U) perspective on his White peers’ capacity to address the racialized issue 
at the crux of his story, telling Gregory (U), “I would counter what you said,” going on to 
give her own take on the issue. Not once during either focus group did a younger participant 
challenge an older participant. 
In both focus groups, there were many moments where several members of the focus 
group nodded their heads in agreement with what a participant said. There were moments of 
collective laughter, graveness, and shared facial expressions and reactions. Participants’ 
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stories often also took tangents, as if retelling the story to the focus group offered the 
participant an opportunity to give context to this new audience and try the story out in a 
different way. When I asked at the end of each focus group if there was anything anyone 
wanted to say, there was a response in both groups. In Focus Group 1, the last word came 
from Nathaniel (F), a Black male faculty member, who noted the “connectivity” he felt 
within the focus group. In the second focus group, the last words came from Tristen (A), a 
Black male administrator, who offered to be a resource for anyone in the group and to “stand 
in solidarity” with them regarding “these issues and concerns we all face.” Keith (G) offered 
his gratitude to the participants, noting it may have been a risk to participate, and to me “for 
even just carrying this work and leading this work.” No one ever got up to leave to take a 
break during the 90-minute sessions, though it was offered. I felt a mix of emotions after 
each focus group—sadness at the persistence of racism in Black folks’ everyday lives on 
campus and also immense pride in our collective strength to resist these experiences. I also 
felt personally grateful and connected and honored to listen to all that was shared. I expressed 
my gratitude, and my personal feelings of connectedness to the project and my support for 
them, verbally to the participants in each group at the conclusion of the sessions. At the 
formal conclusion of follow-up interviews, participants often asked me to share more about 
my research and invited me to connect more personally beyond the study. The faculty 
members offered more than once to be of more assistance if needed. 
Summary of Findings 
My thematic analysis of two focus groups with 14 Black students and personnel about 
storytelling experiences regarding issues of racial tension at a select case HWCU allowed me 
to construct several insights about how the participants experienced storytelling. First, 
several themes cut across the stories the participants shared with other Black individuals. 
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Participants shared stories about George Floyd, the monument, their dissatisfaction with 
Maya U, and perceived silence on these matters. Many participants described themselves as 
emotional in several ways in dealing with the issues, Maya U, and associated leadership’s 
silence on these matters. Their emotions about the university’s silence inspired many 
participants to act, both to reach out to other Black individuals to share their feelings and to 
coordinate a response or ask. Participants indicated varying perspectives on voice and power, 
moving through different sentiments and standpoints between participant experiences, whose 
voices were needed to speak on immediate issues of racism within their programs or 
departments. Participants also indicated navigating a balance of choices regarding how far 
they took their voice, expressed their feelings, or behaved in certain contexts—aware of the 
interplay between their minoritized status and potential consequences of “stepping off track” 
(Ted [F]) would “not bode well for us” (Nathaniel [F]). After sharing their stories, a theme 
that cut across focus groups for what happened is a sense of validation and connection to the 
story recipients in addition to the action steps that many participants took along with their 
story’s recipient to directly address the feelings or circumstances expressed in the story. 
Many participants also indicated engaging in more conversation about the topic of the story 
either with the original recipient or with other Black individuals. When asked what stood out 
to them, participants in both focus groups noted that racial tension and racial issues have not 
changed much over the generations represented within the focus groups, and as such and 
within each story, there did not seem to be a happy ending to the racial issues at the heart of 
their individual storytelling to another Black person. When asked as a group what they want 
people to know about storytelling among Black students and personnel during a time of 
heightened racial tension at an HWCU, several participants shared that they want people to 
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know that storytelling is “sustaining,” “necessary,” “historical,” “a teaching tool,” 
“alleviating,” “important,” and “validating.” 
Additional insights from the analysis outside of these themes indicate patterns of 
storytelling choices within the focus groups, including that most recipients of the individual 
stories were Black women and that most participants shared their stories with a peer to their 
individual role of administrator, graduate student, faculty member, or undergraduate student, 
with few exceptions. All participants shared their stories with another Black person who 
provided “validation” or who at minimum did not disagree, with many participants indicating 
that they shared the stories with whom they did because of a shared understanding of the 
circumstances. Both focus groups ended with offers of support for one another and 
encouraging words. 
In the following chapter, I apply the findings of the study—which have been framed 
objectively—to provide a subjective interpretation of the findings regarding the research 
questions. Specifically, I lay the findings next to CRT claims about storytelling as a 
mechanism for resilience, resistance, and coping against racism to explore alignments or 
misalignments. This juxtaposition is intended to shed light on how Black students and 
personnel experience intragroup counter-storytelling and what influence, if any, this 
storytelling has on coping with heightened racial tension at an HWCU. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION—SYNTHESIS AND INTERPRETATIONS 
In this chapter, I synthesize my findings along with perspectives from the literature on 
CRT as well as my own reflections to interpret meaning. According to Hughes (2019), this 
means “interpreting data with a critical eye” (p. 15) and moving beyond an objective report 
of the findings from the analysis of the data collected during the study. In this stage, a 
qualitative researcher begins to identify relationships between the literature review, 
theoretical frameworks, and findings to consider and articulate meaning for the research 
questions (Hughes, 2019). The researcher also turns a critical eye inward at the research 
process, including interrogating how one’s assumptions and experiences may have 
influenced the findings and meaning-making process (Hughes, 2019). 
The discussion is organized by first presenting a synthesis of connections between the 
study’s theoretical framework and related literature (CRT) and the findings to explore how 
participants made meaning of their storytelling experiences in the very specific contexts of 
this study: storytelling between Black individuals (students and personnel) at an HWCU 
during a time of heightened racial tension. My critical reflection of the data against these 
frameworks includes asking if linkages exist. For example, are the claims and ideas of these 
two frameworks reflected in the findings of the study, or are there misalignments, and what 
might this suggest about how Black students and personnel experience storytelling in this 
context? And how, if at all, does storytelling influence how these individuals cope with the 
racial tension on campus? I follow a juxtaposition of the findings and CRT literature with a 
critical consideration of all the findings beyond the framework, including reflexive inquiry as 
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well as how the research questions are addressed by the findings. Suggested implications of 
this synthesis are provided before transitioning to the study’s conclusion and 
recommendations for future research. 
Before moving into an interpretive synthesis of the findings against the claims of 
CRT, let us revisit the framework in relationship to the insight this study seeks. The research 
questions for this study are as follows: (a) How do Black students and personnel experience 
intragroup (counter-) storytelling during moments of elevated racialized tension at an 
HWCU? and (b) In what ways does this experience influence how Black students and 
personnel cope with the elevated racial tension? CRT speaks directly to the interplay between 
Black people and racism with regard to what storytelling can do within Black folks’ lived 
experience, including how the act plays into coping with racism. 
Within this chapter, I synthesize the findings (the themes) from the data analysis with 
several ideas from CRT scholars about storytelling’s impact and influence on coping with 
racism in general to consider meaning for how Black students and personnel cope with 
heightened racial tension within a specific environment – HWCUS. Specifically, I compare and 
contrast the following six ideas against my findings: (1) Counter-storytelling is a source of communal 
strength, resilience, and resistance (Delgado, 1989); (2) Counter-storytelling can build community for 
oppressed people (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002); (3) Storytelling helps reflect mutual understanding 
among minoritized people (Delgado, 1989); (4) Storytelling helps bring about awareness of other 
realities; (5) Counter-stories challenge dominant narratives (Delgado, 1989; Solórzano & Yosso, 
2002); and (6) Storytelling can offer group healing, perseverance, and hope during challenging times 
(Delgado, 1989).  
While literature exists connecting the experience of storytelling to coping for Black 
people about racism in general, there is little empirical research on how storytelling—defined 
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within this study simply as the recounting of lived experience—operates as a mechanism for 
coping specifically for Black students and personnel at an HWCU, where their minoritized 
status may be more explicitly visible, experienced, or named. Furthermore, this study looks 
specifically at storytelling as a mechanism for coping during a time of markedly heightened 
racial tension. In synthesizing the findings with the CRT literature about coping with racial 
tension for minoritized groups, I explore if storytelling among Black students and personnel 
in this specific context is used as a coping mechanism and source of communal resistance 
and resilience. In the following sections, I pull select concepts from CRT against which I 
juxtapose my findings to reveal alignments or conflicts. I present the principal concepts from 
CRT outlined above as “claims” to organize my synthesis. In response to each claim, I sort 
my findings from Chapter 4 through the relevant literature and my own understanding to 
identify linkages, gaps, and dissonance and to make critical meaning from the synthesis and 
to derive interpretations about storytelling’s potential capacity to influence the racialized 
experiences of Black students and personnel at HWCUs. 
Synthesis of Findings With CRT Claims of Storytelling 
CRT Claim 1 
Delgado (1989) asserted that storytelling is a source of communal strength, resilience, 
and resistance for oppressed people. Is this corroborated by the findings? The themes that 
emerged from the study demonstrated how participants acted in response to a variety of 
negative emotions when they perceived Maya U’s ineffective response to George Floyd’s 
death, the monument on campus, and other issues of racism at and beyond campus. The act 
of storytelling helped to “convince [themselves] that they were not alone” (Keith [G]) and 
helped them “maintain at this place” (Nathaniel [F]). Though participants lamented that 
“things haven’t changed” and indicated some “exhaustion” at this shared perceived reality, 
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participants also noted that they used their storytelling to organize and execute response 
plans to their individual fights on the shared racial issues threaded through most of their 
stories. 
For example, Gregory Woods (U) organized with his two friends to initiate a dialogue 
among White peers when there was silence on highly publicized deaths of Black individuals 
and kept them close in the subsequent exchanges with his White peers. Tierra (G) and her 
peer spoke to their department leadership and organized a town hall. In the focus group 
discussion, where Denise (A) offered how “important” storytelling is to our well-being, 
Veronica (G) responded with thanks “because my comment was going to be very negative.” 
Veronica (G) went on to share that finding ways to deal with the issues being discussed “is 
very much exhausting extra work but yeah, hearing from others has been helpful for me.” In 
the other focus group, Nathaniel (F) offered, “In order for us to be sustained, we have to have 
other folks who look like us that we can tell these stories to.” Nathaniel (F) continued, “I 
should point out that this is what Black folks have had to do all their lives to order to live and 
survive in the world.” Keith (G) noted that talking with people who do not look like him may 
make it easier to dismiss his feelings and make it seem like “maybe this isn’t that important.” 
According to Keith (G), storytelling helps “remember who you are.” 
These examples and the themes of “action,” “more conversation,” and “voice” speak 
to the ways participants in the focus groups engaged storytelling to resist situations when 
they did not feel heard or valued. In particular, the communal piece of co-organizing 
resistance and voice to speak to power at Maya U about what the university leadership 
should do and say regarding the death of George Floyd and the issue of the monument often 
brought more power to their resistance and resilience. Denise (A) offered, “There is strength 
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and reassurance in numbers.” However, numbers do not always equate to solidarity. In the 
case of the two undergraduate students who indicated “gatekeeping” and “cancel culture” 
within “Black Maya U,” it seemed that an internal power dynamic controlled which 
perspectives and experiences were favorable and allowable—particularly in social media 
spaces. This indicates that storytelling among any group of Black persons at the university 
may not serve as a point of communal strength and resilience, but rather, some Black-
controlled spaces may be perceived as oppressive and divisive for some Black people. 
CRT Claim 2 
According to Solórzano and Yosso (2002), counter-storytelling can build community 
for oppressed people. Many participants expressed that the act of storytelling cultivated a 
sense of “validation” and “connection.” Nathaniel (F) talked about the “connectivity” he felt 
with participants in his focus group though he had never met them before. “I’m sitting here 
going wow!,” Nathaniel (F) said. 
I think there’s a certain level of connectivity to hear Tierra [G] tell her story, and then 
to be able to tell a very similar story from a faculty perspective, and then to have her 
offer to ask a follow-up question as someone who is a student in a graduate program. 
Queen (F) noted that her storytelling led to relationships with the recipients of the story 
(other women faculty of color) that she did not previously have or expect to gain. Gregory 
Woods (U) noted that sharing stories with his peers “brought us closer.” In the focus groups, 
some participants offered to support others with more information on a topic or to be a 
resource for them on shared concerns at Maya U. Several participants offered to support 
me—the researcher—with this study and to stay connected more personally even beyond the 
scope of the research. 
The points above speak more to the potential connecting power of the focus group 
format and the cross-generational sharing to create community within each focus group. The 
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individual stories shared by participants with another Black person were mostly delivered to 
a peer with whom the participant had a previous relationship. I was surprised to note the lack 
of cross-generational sharing in the individual accounts. For example, I expected to hear 
more accounts of undergraduate students and graduate students seeking wisdom from faculty 
or administrators through mentoring relationships. It is noteworthy that most participants 
expressed an ease of access to their story recipients in addition to a shared foundational set of 
cultural experiences. For example, Ivy (A) shared that her group of friends identify as Black 
alumni in her graduating class. Dee (U) reached out to her family. Others reached out to a 
current classmate or colleague in their department or someone with a similar role on campus. 
Veronica (G) was the only participant who searched for her story’s recipient, finally landing 
on a Black female professor. Her story was also the only account of cross-generational 
wisdom sharing between Black people who were both on campus. 
The issue of trust may be present here again, in that disclosing experiences with 
people with whom you have a preexisting relationship or a shared sense of power in certain 
contexts may provide the perception of higher trust or probability of agreement with the 
storyteller’s angle of the experience. It may be challenging to share experiences or 
perspectives on race and racism across roles—especially if there is a power dynamic—if 
those relationships and a level of trust are not first established even among or between Black 
individuals. It is possible that this cross-generational and cross-role storytelling is happening, 
and most participants simply chose to discuss an incidence of storytelling with a peer. 
However, if individuals are more likely to share with peers, and if individuals feel that their 
stories are not as safe if shared with individuals in other roles, it may speak to issues of trust 
within the community more so than the community-building power of storytelling. It is not 
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within the scope of this study to interrogate perceived levels of trust with stories across roles 
among Black individuals at an HWCU. Future studies may seek to understand this dynamic 
to provide more insight into the community-building capacity of intragroup storytelling for 
Black students and personnel at an HWCU. 
CRT Claim 3 
According to Delgado (1989), storytelling helps to reflect mutual understanding 
among minoritized people. Delgado said, “Stories build consensus, a common culture of 
shared understandings, and deeper, more vital ethics” (p. 2414). The themes of “validation” 
and “connection,” as well as “things haven’t changed/no happy endings,” reaffirm these 
ideas. The participants in each focus group often indicated threads of shared experiences and 
corroborated one another’s feelings and perspectives. Gregory Woods (U) noted the 
“linearity” across the generations in his focus group wherein participants’ experiences 
navigating racism at Maya U held similar threads of reality. Nathaniel (F), a member of the 
other focus group, discussed how storytelling provides a “historical arch” wherein other 
Black individuals with more wisdom can give advice and guidance for how to navigate 
shared experiences related to race in White-dominated spaces. Across both focus groups, 
participants frequently agreed with one another and on comments for the general focus group 
about how to move through difficult experiences with racism. This advice and wisdom—and 
offers to be a resource for others in the focus group—came from each of the administrators 
and the faculty (Ferris [F], Nathaniel [F], Tristen [A], and Denise [A]) to others. 
CRT Claim 4 
Delgado (1989) offered that counter-stories help bring about awareness of other 
realities. The participants who spoke directly to powerful leaders at Maya U about their own 
perspectives and opinions about how recent racial events were impacting Black individuals at 
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the university did so to bring this awareness to those leaders and to demand specific actions 
in response. In addition to bringing awareness of these realities to the ingroup (most often 
White individuals in power at Maya U), the intragroup storytelling between Black 
participants brought awareness of other realities among one another. Though not reflected in 
the themes, anomalies of experience were shared, such as Dee’s experience of conflict with 
another Black student. Additionally, Ivy’s (A) storytelling with her friends recounting a time 
at Maya U when Black undergraduates felt “camaraderie” was surprising to the two 
undergraduate students in her focus group. Dee (U) responded to Ivy’s (A) account of her 
storytelling this way: “I just want to thank you [Ivy (A)] for sharing that because my reaction 
to it is, wow, there was a time when Black [Maya U] was more unified?” Gregory Woods 
(U) agreed that he was “shocked” at Ivy’s (A) account. Dee (U) went on to share, “It’s really 
frustrating as an undergrad when right now is when I need those safe spaces to go and talk, 
but then there’s only one and then there’s politics within that one space, so yeah.” The 
intragroup sharing of alternate experiences is important in reinforcing the CRT concept of 
combating essentialism, wherein the ingroup assumes a monolithic experience and 
perspective for a particular group of minoritized persons (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). 
It is important for us to remember that our experiences are different—especially when 
we seek to represent the voices of an entire group of people (as some participants did in 
speaking to leadership about how they should respond to recent racial trauma) or when we 
are put in position to (as some participants were in leadership positions themselves). The 
“gatekeeping” within powerful Black undergraduate Maya U student organizations described 
by Gregory Woods (U) and the “gaslighting” described by several participants in the other 
group serve to control which versions of people’s experiences are seen, heard, and validated. 
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By finding safe spaces to share these alternate experiences, participants lift up their 
experiences while also keeping them further within the margins where they are safe from 
perceived threats from the dominant ingroup. For Dee (U) and Gregory Woods (U), one of 
the ingroups that may never hear their counter-stories is Black. The majoritarian narrative 
from that group holds that their organization is a space of community and belonging for all 
Black undergraduates, while Dee’s and Gregory’s accounting and sharing within the focus 
group reveal evidence otherwise. 
CRT Claim 5 
In the vein of presenting alternate realities and possibilities, Delgado (1989) and 
Solórzano and Yosso (2002) offered that counter-stories challenge the perspectives of 
dominant groups. Dominant narratives “privilege[] Whites, men, the middle and/or upper 
class, and heterosexuals by naming these social locations as natural or normative points of 
reference” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 28). Solórzano and Yosso (2002) offered that 
counter-stories need not speak directly to majoritarian or dominant stories or holders of 
power to qualify as counter-stories. The stories held within the traditions and discourses of 
minoritized people about their experiences that defy the dominant narrative are counter-
stories in themselves. In this way, all the stories exchanged within the individual accounts of 
this study’s participants operated as a counter-story to the dominant narrative at Maya U and 
its associated leadership. Because these experiences have been shared with others through the 
individual accounts, the focus groups, and this study, they will become part of the canon of 
lived experience that Nathaniel (F) offers can be used as a teaching tool to help other Black 
individuals navigate and understand their circumstances at the university. Those who benefit 
from hearing the stories have the potential also to use them to resist and persist in challenging 
circumstances where race and racism contribute to an oppressive experience. 
 
155 
Several participants of this study went beyond connecting with another Black 
individual to share their experience by speaking directly to the dominant group to verbally 
and explicitly disrupt the existing discourse or perspective on how to respond to heightened 
racial tensions and issues on campus. For example, the literature review demonstrated how 
dominant narratives at HWCUs are sometimes operationalized through speeches or 
communications that are designed primarily to protect the institutions reputational interests 
versus an intention of atonement or commitment to transformative change in inequitable 
practice and policies on campus (Patton, 2016). This description of dominant narratives 
mirrors how participants of this study described their perception of the institutions’ response 
to heightened racial tensions as “silence” and “statements” that were both framed as 
“ineffective solutions” .Tierra (G), Veronica (G), Tiffany (U), Gregory Woods (U), Keith 
(G), Nathaniel (F), Tristen (A), Queen (F), and Denise (A) all had some engagement with 
White people and people in powerful positions who controlled discourse about the 
heightened racial tensions on campus and in the world to share their concerns and 
perspectives on what they thought should be done to bring awareness of the perspective of 
Black students and personnel on issues connected to George Floyd’s death, the monument, 
and other issues of racial injustice. In all these circumstances, the participant was not asked 
by the dominant group or dominant individual to bring these perspectives; the participant 
took the initiative to do so, in most cases inspired or encouraged by exchanging experiences 
with another Black person or persons prior to directly challenging power. These experiences 
closely mirror the literature review’s description of how Black students and personnel have 
coped with dominant narratives through various acts of resistance to and resilience against 
silence and statements that are ineffective and performative in impact.  
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For example, the act of storytelling for Black students and personnel also helped them 
resist the dominant narrative in their own minds. Solórzano and Yosso (2002) asserted that 
“people of Color often buy into and even tell majoritarian stories” (p. 28). The act of 
storytelling within outgroup or minoritized groups helps to push against any such tendencies 
to “downplay the intercentricity of race and racism in the discourse” (Solórzano & Yosso, 
2002, p. 32) that even minorized people may be acculturated to do. This point was salient for 
many participants, who, after sharing their stories with another Black person, reflected on the 
injustice of the situation and organized to do something about it. For example, Denise (A), 
Keith (G), and Veronica (G) shared how they were feeling regarding racialized issues on 
campus with another Black individual and, in doing so, found validation of their feelings and 
felt compelled with that other person to respond collectively to directly challenge the 
dominant discourse (including the lack thereof) about racial trauma. Denise (A) shared that 
the “gaslighting” from the university is what “makes us seek out other people.” The 
gaslighting described by participants matches the way Lori Patton (2016) framed 
postsecondary prose—the way in which many HWCUs use words in prominent spaces to put 
forth a face of commitment to racial equity while continuing to support policies and practices 
that produce inequitable results. When the narrative of the university does not match the 
experience of Black people, Denise (A) says she starts to think, “Am I crazy . . . am I 
overreacting?” According to Keith (G), the act of storytelling can help Black people 
“remember who you are.” He described how talking to other Black people helps him reflect 
himself back to himself, as if looking into a mirror, reminding him not to dismiss the issue as 
invalid or unimportant: 
If I’m speaking to people who don’t look like me, who come from a totally different 
vantage point and you can easily get swept into thinking like, okay, you know what, 
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maybe this is not even that important, maybe something really, really big needs to 
happen for me to say something. 
This aligns well with Delgado’s (1989) claim that counter-stories “can show us the way out 
of the trap of unjustified exclusion” (p. 2415). Several participants (Tiffany [U], Dee [U], 
Keith [G]) spoke directly to how the process of storytelling helped them to validate the 
significance of their experiences and perspectives. Denise (A) shared, “The only reason why 
I was able to pull together those points and present them to the leadership was with the 
support of that colleague who was saying ‘we need to be heard, this needs to be said.’ ” 
CRT Claim 6 
Delgado (1989) offered that storytelling can offer group healing, perseverance, and 
hope during challenging times. The focus group discussion offered the most insight on 
alignment with this claim, yielding the theme “things haven’t changed/no happy ending” 
balanced by the themes that storytelling is “sustaining,” “necessary,” “historical,” “a teaching 
tool,” “alleviating,” “important,” and “validating.” While each focus group noted that the 
kinds of racial issues and Black individuals’ feelings about them seemed without end from 
generation to generation, several members of the group discussed how important storytelling 
is to Black collective persistence. Nathaniel (F) offered that storytelling is something “Black 
folks have had to do all their lives in order to live and survive in the world.” For some 
participants, the other participants’ words helped them adjust their perspectives—as they did 
for Veronica (G) when Denise (A) shared her sentiment that storytelling is important for 
Black folks’ personal well-being. Though Veronica (G) noted how “exhausting” dealing with 
the persistence of racial issues has been during her time at Maya U, she noted that talking 




Overall, there were several points of alignment between the findings and CRT 
scholars’ claims about the influence of storytelling on Black individuals’ coping through 
times of racial tension at an HWCU. In this study, the act of storytelling helped to build 
community, and consensus served to counter the dominant narrative and perspective on the 
racial issues of concern as well as helping to provide evidence of alternate realities and 
possibilities both for the dominant group and for the Black individuals between whom the 
story originated.  
Critical Considerations Beyond CRT and Storytelling  
In this section, I engage in a consideration of what was not said by participants in the 
data collection phase, what I did not find but expected to, what I found and did not expect to 
find, how my own lens influences how and where I synthesized the findings against the CRT 
claims, and limitations of my synthesis. This process deepens my critical interpretations of 
the findings and synthesis of theory, literature, data, and my own knowledge. I follow this 
section with potential implications of my analysis. 
What Was Not Said 
All participants in the study described a storytelling interaction with another Black 
individual where validation or support was present in some form. Even the two participants 
who experienced a dissonance-causing interaction with other Black individuals regarding 
racial issues on campus (Dee [U] and Tiffany [U]) spoke about the interaction as the crux of 
an experience they shared with another supportive group of Black individuals (friends and 
family). No participants spoke negatively about storytelling or framed it as an experience that 
had negative impact on their ego, sense of self at Maya U, or otherwise. Furthermore, 
participants were not asked to dive deeper into their motivation for sharing the storytelling 
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experience they brought to the focus group, nor was every member asked to explain why he 
or she chose to share a story with the person he or she did. 
A flyer for the study tells participants, “Your participation in a focus group will 
contribute to what is known about the potential of storytelling for Black resistance and 
resilience during times of racial tension at Historically White Colleges and Universities.” The 
background of the flyer shows a group of Black students standing together in protest on 
Maya U’s campus. A recruitment email notes in the first paragraph, “No doubt, we have 
confided in each other and among each other about our experiences during these times.” 
These recruitment materials may reveal an assumption by the researcher that storytelling 
experiences between Black individuals on this campus about these issues must have some 
positive impact or influence. Those who hold negative experiences with intragroup 
storytelling about their own perspectives regarding the heightened racial tension on campus 
may not have been compelled to come forward given the framing of the recruitment 
materials. 
What I Expected to Find and Did Not 
I expected to find more storytelling exchanged between faculty, administrators, and 
students where the storyteller and the listener represented different roles and did not find this. 
Instead, I found more peer-to-peer exchanges of stories. I also thought I might hear more 
differences in the kinds of issues that faculty, students, and personnel were bringing up in 
their individual storytelling accounts, which may have indicated differences in perspective on 
shared issues. Instead, I found that participants expressed more commonality in perspectives 
on these shared issues than difference, at least regarding their feelings. Where differences in 
perspective on how one should respond did occur (in the case of these focus groups, by an 
older member of the group to a younger member), the older member of the focus group gave 
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his or her perspective without challenge from the younger participant. My observation of this 
experience aligns with the literature review’s notes about the power dynamic between elders 
and youths in minoritized communities. Implications of this finding are discussed further in 
this section. 
What I Found but Did Not Expect to Find 
The data collection and analysis process produced several findings I did not expect. 
First, I noted during the data collection process that most participants shared their stories 
with Black women. Of the participants, totaling 14—7 males and 7 females—12 shared their 
stories with Black women. The significance of stories and storytelling between Black women 
and involving Black women is well documented within Black feminist literature and other 
scholarship related to race and gender cited in this study and beyond (Baker-Bell, 2017; 
Richardson, 2003). So is the concept of othermothering, wherein women of color in the 
academy may be more likely to serve in a nurturing, mothering role for Black students 
(Guiffrida, 2005). Still, it is interesting to consider the microcosm of how this played out 
among these 14 participants, specifically in this context of racial tension on an HWCU 
campus. Most of the Black women who received the stories in this study were not serving in 
othermothering roles but were peers in a similar student, faculty, or administrative role. 
The participants’ stories mirrored much of this study’s literature review regarding 
nuanced differences in the ways minoritization and racial oppression manifest within the 
roles of undergraduate student, graduate student, faculty member, and administrator. The act 
of “Balance” and “Choices” and questioning “How far do you go?” represented this careful 
negotiation for many participants who brought up their gendered and raced positionalities 
within the context of their stories. Nearly all participants made mention of the intersection of 
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race and gender and their role on campus when contextualizing their positions within Maya 
U and what compelled them to share what they shared. 
During our individual interviews, I did ask some participants if the gender of their 
confidants made a difference to them. In response, Mark (G) shared that he believes that 
different communities of belonging may “scratch different itches” and that “all satisfy” for 
him. Mark (G) continued sharing that with his “Black friends who are men in the South,”  
that is not always the vibe I’m looking for because there can be a lack of nuance and 
understanding or maybe, quite frankly, even a perpetuation of subtle sexism; 
sometimes, not so subtle, and misogyny that if you are trying to cultivate community 
and healing, and you’re talking about these things and then just off-handed remarks 
come out. 
Mark (G) added further, 
I’m thinking there are things that I need or want to share, and be around with the men 
of color, a student group, and the ways that they formulate their thoughts and their 
emotions that I find very insightful but then the freedom, and kid of open awareness 
and emotional vulnerability of being with Black women particularly in the South. 
Those are different spaces that scratch different itches and satisfy different needs. 
While Mark’s (G) perspective cannot be generalized across the participants of this 
study, the decision of with whom to share a story may include assumptions as well as 
experiences of gendered engagement for the storyteller. And while this study’s findings 
demonstrate general alignment with the benefits of storytelling within CRT for the 
storytellers, this study cannot explore the influence of engaging in the storytelling experience 
for the listener or recipient of the story. To what degree is the storytelling exchange a benefit 
to the recipient of the story or a burden, particularly if Black women are disproportionately 
involved in receiving stories of racial trauma as citizens of an HWCU? And to what degree 
does sharing with a peer versus sharing with someone in a different role or generation 
increase or decrease the burden of sharing or carrying the story? 
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This brings me to the co-creation of stories and meaning making of experience 
through storytelling. Both the individual accounts and the focus groups demonstrated that 
recipients of the participants’ stories are not silent wells in which the participants deposited 
their stories without response. Of the 14 participants’ individual accounts of storytelling, all 
the recipients of their stories spoke back to them, offering agreement “validation” of their 
interpretation of the circumstances or offering to involve themselves in some “action.” In the 
focus groups, I found that several participants used the same words to describe their feelings 
about racial issues on campus after hearing from another participant. For example, the words 
anger, outraged, and silence, as well as gaslighting from the administration, were used in 
two respective focus groups repeatedly to describe emotions and the approach of the 
university in responding to issues of racial trauma. There were several words that could have 
been used for these descriptions, yet several members of the focus groups attached 
themselves to these words and used them to describe their own interpretations of their 
accounts. 
Additionally, most participants were asked a follow-up question after relaying their 
accounts wherein another participant sought clarity, more information, to offer insight and 
encouragement, or to give an alternate idea or consideration to another participant. 
Sometimes participants offered their own experiences to the other participants, sharing that 
they had a similar experience or that the experience resonated with them, and what they 
learned. By using each other’s words and responding to influence one another’s thinking with 
insight from their own lived experiences, participants engaged in co-constructing meaning 
making of their own realities through the bidirectional nature of storytelling. This process 
may have occurred more than once for the storyteller, who, by participating in the focus 
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group, had shared his or her experience multiple times with multiple results and reactions. 
Though I expected this co-construction to occur through the focus groups, I had not 
considered fully how naturally and how often these processes may occur in the everyday 
experiences of storytelling between Black individuals. In a follow-up interview, Mark (G) 
discussed how the experience of storytelling offers benefits that are not explicitly outlined 
when engaging in the act but that are meaningful: 
The sharing is the co-sharing and the back-and-forth, the jokes, the teasing. That is 
the point. Is the who, and the dynamic between the who, and the range of things we 
cover without even need to. At no point is anyone explicitly saying, “Hey, so I want 
to be sad right now. You want to be sad? Oh, no, you want to be angry?” There’s no 
negotiation of that. There’s just a shared creation of what is collectively needed in 
that and then in the storytelling, we’re about to create that space. That’s what those 
spaces provide that I just don’t have elsewhere. 
Another piece that I did not expect to hear was my reading of a conflict for some 
participants within the theme of “Voice”: “Speaking Up” around if they should say or do 
something in response to the racial issues on campus or who is responsible for saying and 
doing something. For example, while some of the faculty and graduate students felt strongly 
that their school leadership should be the ones to make a statement about the issues and were 
resistant to doing so themselves (Nathaniel [F], Tierra [G], Keith [G]), some of the 
administrators and faculty felt they had expertise and things to say that should have been 
leveraged but were not (Tristen [A], Denise [A], Ted [F], Queen [F]). This conflict is present 
within the data comprising the themes of “Statements” and “Ineffective Solutions.” For each 
participant, the act of storytelling helped to process the experience the participant had from 
his or her own individual standpoint and to express his or her feelings and, for some, make a 
new plan of action. 
Though storytelling seemed an effective means of coping for participants overall, 
hearing the two undergraduate students who shared their perceived lack of safety and 
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belonging within the student organization for Black undergraduates at Maya U was frankly 
upsetting for me. I can attest that I had heard about this dynamic among undergraduate 
students before the advent of this research from several undergraduate students at the 
university. These experiences, while isolated to two undergraduate student voices within one 
focus group, are important because they indicate how an inability to share safely among other 
Black people can influence belonging. It is also interesting to consider the influence of 
technology in this regard, which represents another aspect of the data that I did not expect. Of 
the 14 participants, all 3 of the undergraduate students spoke about a group chat where other 
undergraduate students exchanged negative comments. For the three undergraduates in the 
study, social media seemed to be a space where potential threats lay in the digital exchange 
of ideas. In contrast, Ivy (A) described social media as a space where she sees Black 
professionals in higher education share stories and connect about shared experiences. “I see it 
on social media. I see it at Facebook groups like, ‘Let me tell y’all,’ ” Ivy (A) shared. 
Implications  
Overall, I found that my analysis shows a strong alignment with CRT about the social 
and psychological experiences of storytelling for participants in this study within the specific 
context of coping with heightened racial tension at an HWCU. Participants expressed finding 
validation and connection with other Black individuals through storytelling. In their stories, 
they shared their emotions and navigated a balance of choices to use their voice and speak up 
to Maya U’s silence on the death of George Floyd, conflict around the Confederate 
monument, and the university’s statements and other perceived ineffective solutions. The 
themes from my analysis show that participants felt storytelling provided them with several 
benefits even beyond validation and connection, including being a necessary and sustaining 
part of their experience that they can use as a teaching tool to support others. The validation 
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and connection stemming from the exchange of stories seemed to act as an adaptive coping 
response to the engagement of these stressors, allowing them to move through this difficult 
time in their life experience. The ability to problem-solve and coordinate action with others, 
to be heard and validated, to be comforted and supported by those who shared their 
experiences, seemed to be part of the communal strength allowing participants to organize 
their individual behaviors and decisions of resistance and resilience within the scope of their 
individual accounts and the collective reflections within the focus group in relation to the 
racial traumas of the time. 
A key consideration buttressing the alignments above is the number of participants 
who chose a peer with whom to connect versus someone with more experience to navigate 
their situations. Most participants exchanged their stories immediately following or soon 
after a dissonance-causing experience (stress engagement) and actively sought out another 
Black person with whom they had ready access to process that experience by conveying their 
story. This pattern across the focus groups could indicate a particular set of circumstances 
and constructs under which intragroup storytelling is more likely to have the positive 
influence on coping with racialized stress at an HWCU found within the results of this study. 
First, I pose that for storytelling to have any impact at all, the story must matter to the 
recipients. For participants in this study, the participants felt validated and connected after 
sharing their stories with other Black persons because of a shared sense of experiential 
knowledge and understanding and—in my interpretation—a predisposed assumption of 
support from that person given the shared experiences and understandings revealed in that 
relationship. The ease of access to a peer and assumption that the story would matter seemed 
to create conditions for the stories to have a positive influence on coping. 
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Allow me to explicate further why I pose that the stories must matter to have a 
positive influence on coping. The Black Lives Matter movement was named and mentioned a 
few times by participants in the study and was an undercurrent carrying the framework of the 
heightened racial tensions of concern in this study. The converse of validation and 
connection—which participants found through storytelling—is invalidation and 
disconnection. When an experience is invalidated or disconnected from the priority of 
dominant discourse, the power of that invalidation and disconnection is to make that 
experience insignificant—it does not matter. Or, it does not matter enough to prioritize it in a 
way that validates and uplifts minoritized voices and their experiences. 
In a follow-up conversation with Ivy (A), she shared how she used (in her words) 
“counter-stories” to offer insight on a “utopia” that her formerly diverse and inclusive 
workplace offered, in contrast to the realities of other Black friends’ workplaces, to 
demonstrate that such a space is possible. I offered to Ivy (A), “I just wrote down that 
witnessing is important to testimony, and that witnessing becomes someone’s story.” Ivy (A) 
shared then that she does not give this testimony in her current workplace, which has 
changed significantly to feel less diverse and inclusive as her colleagues of color have left the 
office or university to pursue other opportunities: 
I haven’t [shared this testimony] because I feel the conversations I have had with 
those people have been this transitional time where it feels, and when I say feels, it’s 
kind of not necessarily what they say, but it’s like your actions speak louder where 
it’s like, Well this is what we’re doing. This is how we do things. 
To this statement, I questioned, “So why continue to share the story if the story doesn’t 
matter?” Ivy (A) responded in the affirmative, “Mm-hmm.” 
The reason storytelling contributed to coping with racial tension for these participants 
is first and foremost because the story mattered. Pulling from the participants’ words, it 
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seems the stories “mattered” when the storyteller received “validation,” “acknowledgment,” 
“love,” and “support.” They sought this “mattering” in recounting events or experiences with 
the recipients of their stories who were mostly peers because they assumed the story would 
have an impact and response to positively impact their own sense of self and mattering—
their ego. The stories also mattered in the focus groups, where participants received affirming 
head nods, smiles, and comments to confirm their feelings and validate their experiences. 
When participants’ stories were devalued or dismissed in majoritarian spaces or even within 
spaces that are designated for majority Black voices, this created a careful negotiation 
(balance) if not a chilling effect on truth telling and testimony from some participants about 
their realities both current and possible that had the power to create a more welcoming and 
supportive environment at Maya U. 
Creating conditions for Black stories to matter is integral to validating the persistence 
of racism in environments like HWCUs for the purposes of naming and fighting against its 
perpetual resurgence. While intragroup storytelling provides an assumed safe space for 
participants in this study to share, not all participants had immediate access to another Black 
person on campus that they felt safe with following an incident or series of incidents causing 
emotional trauma. This brings me to several thoughts regarding the numbers of Black 
individuals present in a space, the consequences of compartmentalizing one’s feelings until 
one reaches a space for intragroup storytelling, and assumptions about intragroup safety with 
stories. 
First, my analysis of the data and synthesis of the findings and CRT literature shows 
that while robust numerical representation of minoritized persons at HWCUs does not equate 
to inclusion or equity, representation and presence in numbers still matter a great deal. It 
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matters because isolation mitigates the capacity for Black individuals to have someone else 
to share their stories with and attain the validation and connection so integral to persistence 
and resilience in majoritarian spaces. I recall Denise (A) in her focus group noting that “even 
when we don’t have people who are right around us, we find them or we seek them out 
because of what we get from the experience.” I was surprised at the number of participants 
who noted they were the only one or one of a few Black people or POC in general within 
their departments or programs, given Maya U’s aggregate demographic makeup. Ted 
described not having anyone to talk to about his experiences beyond his friend as very 
isolating, and others made it a point to discuss the impact of feeling like the only 
representative of their sentiments in their particular space. For example, Veronica (G) was 
“passed off” and had to “ping pong her way through” to “find someone who was willing to 
have these conversations” and “who [shared her] sentiments.” These are the kinds of micro-
invalidations that can contribute to attrition in faculty and student persistence and retention at 
HWCUs. Waiting to get to someone because there are so few can wear on a person’s sense of 
belonging and validation of experiences. According to Ivy (A), this waiting “requires 
compartmentalization. Like let me just tuck this away until I can get to my people whether 
it’s group chat, whether it’s a phone call or Facetime, Zoom now.” 
The compartmentalization Ivy (A) spoke to may be a common coping mechanism in 
acknowledgment of potential consequences if speaking with non-Black individuals or people 
with whom one cannot rely on a supportive response. However, I spoke that such 
compartmentalization likely carries with it some psychological burden. For example, several 
participants worked through scenarios of restraint (captured in the theme “Balance” and 
“Choices”: “How far do you go?”) and navigating “White comfort” according to Keith (G)—
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avoiding perceived consequences that might come from speaking up in a White-dominated 
space by keeping “the earful they deserved” (Ivy [A], Nathaniel [F]) at bay. 
The compartmentalization of holding these stories until you can “get to your people” 
recalls the coping mechanisms outlined in the literature wherein Black individuals found 
other Black persons with whom to unpack their stories. It also seems aligned with Delgado’s 
(1989) claim that storytelling can be a community-building agent and a source of group 
healing through mutual understanding of shared experiences with racism. For example, Ivy 
(A) said the awareness of holding the story for the friends, family, or colleagues who share 
your racialized experiences can “make us closer.” Still, given some of the outlier experiences 
expressed in this study, I wonder about the psychological impact of holding those stories too 
long for those who don’t have people to get to or for those who feel that the people they’re 
supposed to have don’t have them—like the undergraduate students who felt shut out by the 
undergraduate Black student organization. It is important not to assume a monolithic 
experience or perspective within Black organizations and that all Black students and 
personnel would find community there. While these undergraduate students had other Black 
individuals to whom to turn for community and validation, it seems critical for programs and 
departments to acknowledge racial realism and the likelihood that Black individuals within 
their units are more likely to persist if they have another Black person with whom to 
exchange stories of their experiences. Multiple spaces and opportunities for Black people 
representing a diverse array of backgrounds and perspectives to connect may mitigate the 
isolation already present with racial isolation. 
Of course, making sure there are enough Black individuals represented is not the 
answer to racism within HWCUs, nor is it the responsibility of Black individuals to ready 
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themselves for the task of carrying each other’s stories about navigating racism. This task of 
carrying stories is a necessary reality, however, and the means by which—as many 
participants said—Black students and personnel have maintained and sustained themselves in 
White spaces for generations. It is also the means by which Black participants in this study 
held Maya U and its leadership accountable for more than statements and ineffective 
solutions regarding the specific heightened racial tensions on campus at the time of this 
study. 
Acknowledging this, there may be some benefit in talking more explicitly among 
Black students and personnel about how everyday storytelling supports coping, resilience, 
and resistance so that more people can name and use it. In fact, in recruiting for the study, I 
often had to pose the definition of what I meant by storytelling—that it was not the theatrical 
storytelling to an audience but rather the simple recounting of experiences or circumstances 
for someone else to hear. I wonder if it matters that storytelling happens—as Mark (G) 
remarked—but that it is so engrained in our cultural coping that we do not name and call out 
what we are doing. Part of the purpose of this study is to interrogate if more power would be 
possible by naming it and expressly teaching it to others. 
Teaching the influence of storytelling to Black students and personnel may also help 
shed light on how dynamics of power and trust can influence the capacity of storytelling as a 
communal source of strength. For example, could facilitated storytelling help build trust 
within all-Black spaces where exclusionary practices are taking place by leadership (as 
alleged by some undergraduates in this study)? Could facilitated storytelling help build more 
mentoring relationships across younger generations and older generations across roles? What 
are the benefits of peer-to-peer Black relationships on campus versus cross-generationally 
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with specific regard to coping through storytelling? What is the nature of cross-role and 
cross-generational connections on campus with regard to meaningful opportunities to 
exchange stories? Given the results of this study, is there a lack of cross-generational 
connection through storytelling, and might it be due to a suspected fear of invalidation or 
lack of connection on the part of student and personnel? It is beyond the scope of this study 
to interrogate these questions; however, these are worthwhile subjects for future research. 
Finally, participants’ observation that things have not changed and there were not 
happy endings may seem depressing. A common thread at the end of each focus group was 
expressions of “exhaustion” at the shared experiences and what Black students and personnel 
must do to persist and survive at HWCUs. The reader may wonder (as I did) if it is enough 
for storytelling to serve as an adaptive coping mechanism to validate and connect Black 
students and personnel in the moment knowing that racism—and this tiredness—is enduring. 
 
To this, I call on the words of the participants and on Derrick Bell to help reframe 
what we consider happy endings. According to Bell’s (1987) notion of racial realism, we 
must keep chipping away because progress is possible. Though not a happy ending or 
resolution, progress, resistance, and our very existence, presence, and resilience make a 
happier tomorrow more possible for all of us. In my current position and reflecting on my 
parents’ and grandparents’ sacrifices through times of heightened racial tension, I am a living 
testament to this happier tomorrow. And I intend to use these stories to give a happier 
tomorrow to my daughter, who, whether she attends an HWCU or an HBCU, will surely face 
racism and trials where she will need to cope. I will tell her that we have a way to keep 
going—a tool that can help us in multiple ways. I will pull on the words of this study’s 
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participants and the literature in this study, telling her that our stories between each other can 
“move things up the ladder,” honor our voices, push against the dominant narrative, and 
“bring us together.” I will tell her about the importance of identifying spaces where she is not 
alone so that she has someone to tell her stories to. And when she is not able to get to 
someone, she can call her momma. So important is storytelling to the process of our well-
being and these issues that I will want to name it for her so that she can call upon it when she 
needs to as a college student and working adult. Perhaps others will want to name it too. 
Summary of Discussion 
I found a strong alignment between my interpretation of findings against the claims of 
CRT about how storytelling helps Black individuals to cope with racism. In my 
interpretation, the participants in my study experienced intragroup storytelling as a source of 
communal strength to resist and counter dominant narratives that would make them “feel 
isolated,” as if they were “overreacting” or “crazy” in their shared experiences with 
heightened racial trauma at the time of the study. As claimed with CRT, it allowed the 
participants to persist and resist succumbing to – and thereby coping with - negativity and to 
keep showing up.  
However, parallel to this broad-brush alignment exists two critical factors emerging 
from this case study that seemed to influence how participants experienced storytelling and 
its influence on coping with racial tension. First, there was an assumption of shared 
experiences and perspectives present in most of the participants’ storytelling and choice of 
with whom to share their stories. Peers in similar roles and with previous relationship to the 
participants were highly represented as story recipients. Where participants were met with 
dissonance or disagreement or challenge to their perspective by other Black people, they 
turned to others to validate their experience and to problem solve (Dee [U] and Tiffany [U]). 
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Two undergraduate participants’ framing of “Black Maya U” wherein some students have 
not found community demonstrates how important it is that individuals feel safe with their 
stories and have confidence that the stories will matter. The analysis also poses how 
important it is to continue seeking robust representation of Black individuals across the 
university in various roles to provide opportunities for intragroup storytelling while 
continuing with parallel aggressiveness to address systemic racism within the institution. 
 
The literature review demonstrates that sense of belonging is important to the 
retention and persistence of Black students and personnel and to their capacity to thrive at 
HWCUs. As HWCU’s are built upon racist ideals and practices, racism and experiences with 
racial prejudice endure even against significant progress and efforts to thwart racism’s 
influence on campus. Alongside institutional efforts to combat racism as it regenerates and 
represents in various contexts, support networks between other Black individuals contributes 
significantly to sense of belonging, offering validation, connection and resources in ways that 
counter the influence of negative racial experiences on campus and help sustain individuals’ 
capacity to persist and succeed.  If HWCUs are to move more nimbly toward their espoused 
ideals of representing spaces of equity and inclusion for minoritized people, it is critical that 
these institutions create conditions for people of color to engage in the social means of 
cultivating belonging and support that happen outside of structured programs or services put 
upon them in addition to institutional sacrifices of power rooted in white supremacist history. 
This study demonstrates how storytelling between Black individuals is an important if not 
critical activity toward this end.   
 
174 
CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Throughout the course of this study, I found myself rereading sections of Ta-Nehisi 
Coates’s (2019) The Water Dancer. In this novel, Coates employs magical realism to draw a 
parallel between the power of storytelling and the power that enabled fleeing enslaved people 
to persist to freedom along the Underground Railroad. Harriet Tubman emerges as a key 
character in the novel, telling the protagonist, Hiram Walker, 
The jump is done by the power of the story. It pulls from our particular histories, from 
all of our loves and all of our losses. All of that feeling is called up, and on the 
strength of our remembrances, we are moved. (p. 278) 
She goes on further, “That is Conduction. The many bridges. The many stories. The way 
over the river” (p. 280). She is speaking to experiences of ancestors and slavery. According 
to this study, some things have not changed. We are still experiencing racism and oppression. 
We still seek “a way over the river.” 
My analysis of the findings leads me to suggest that Black students and personnel can 
experience storytelling during a time of elevated racial tension at an HWCU as one such way 
over the river of racism and minoritization. Participants in this study expressed that 
storytelling with other Black individuals about their emotions, choices, and voices regarding 
pressing racial issues helped them to find validation and connection and to identify or process 
action-based responses. These thematic findings are highly aligned with concepts of 
storytelling’s capacity for community, consensus, resistance, and collective resilience 
presented within CRT. This alignment suggests that storytelling has capacity to influence the 
coping process for Black persons at HWCUs by affirming and validated their experiences 
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with race and racism on campus through mutual understanding, and that such validation may 
also has capacity to reinforce an affirming view of oneself in the context of racialized trauma.  
In this study’s focus groups, most individuals provided a story where they shared with 
a peer who occupied similar intersectional identities and perspectives as the individual 
participant. The focus groups provided a space of sharing their stories again, but this time 
across roles, positions, and generations. Sharing with a mixed group of faculty, students, and 
personnel seemed to compound participants’ sense of validation and connection. However, 
this study’s findings are limited in that it was not designed to account for the complex 
relationships between group-based standpoints based on different intersectionalities and 
locations of power that may contribute to similarities and differences between group 
experiences with race and racism. This gap in understanding can cause conflict within a 
broader group endeavoring to collaborate on a shared social concern (Collins, 1997). 
Black feminist thought (BFT) considers class, or social status, as a construction that is 
inextricably linked to race and gender and critical for analyzing the perspectives, choices, 
and experiences of marginalized persons (Collins, 1986, 1993a, 1999). While BFT seeks to 
unpack and validate epistemologies at the intersections of Black women’s experiences with 
particular attention to their positioning within historically white institutions, Critical Race 
Feminism draws from critical legal, race, and feminist theories to engage in praxis – the 
merging of theory and action toward activism to empower women of color (Croom, 2017). 
Roles within an institution’s organizational structure can take on the nature of social class in 
that levels and types of power, status, resources, authority, and freedoms are distributed 
differently and stratified hierarchically within and across (Weber, 2010). This is particularly 
mirrored within HWCUs regarding the roles of faculty, administrator, and undergraduate 
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student. For these reasons, BFT and Critical Race Feminism may provide useful theoretical 
frameworks for future research to understand perspectives on storytelling from different 
standpoints. In particular, future studies could explore if factors of generation and role 
intersect with race and gender among Black people at HWCUs to serve as differentiating 
influences on perspectives, choices, and behaviors of faculty, staff, and students of color 
with respect to their stories of coping with systemic oppression on campus, and how these 
differences may contribute to intragroup storytelling experiences. 
Further inquiry about storytelling’s capacity to build community across positionality 
for Black individuals at an HWCU and the role of trust and shared experience and 
perspective is important to understanding where solidarity and communal bonds may be 
leveraged or repaired in this era’s battle for racial equity and social justice. I believe that the 
sense of connection and validation and the historical arc of teaching tools participants said 
storytelling provides may be especially critical to individual and group healing and 
endurance regarding significant threats to social progress against racism. As such, I wish for 
this study to lay the foundation of inquiry about how storytelling may be used as an 
intentional tool for resilience and resistance specific to Black people at HWCUs during times 
of elevated racial tension. For example, most storytelling exchanges presented in this study 
were one on one and peer to peer. Future studies could explore the degree to which 
storytelling is sought after in intentional, organized ways by Black students and personnel 
and if such intentionality is beneficial, and for whom. Furthermore, this study did not 
measure the psychological impact of storytelling on participants’ resilience. Scales exist to 
measure resilience and coping in response to racism, such as the Schedule of Racist Events, 
the Coping Orientations to Problems Experienced Scale, and the Depression Anxiety Stress 
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Scale (West et al., 2010). Building on my study through quantitative and qualitative measures 
of impact both psychological and ecological can lend valuable insight on the implications of 
various storytelling approaches at HWCUs during times of racial tension. 
PVEST is another framework focused on how Black individuals cope with racialized 
stress and is focused on psychological processes within an environment that could be 
leveraged to explore storytelling’s influence on coping for students and personnel during 
times of heightened racial tension. Whereas CRT speaks to coping from an aggregate, 
collectivist group standpoint, PVEST models how the continuous process of psychological 
self-appraisal and coping methods over time can cement long-term developmental outcomes 
for individuals. PVEST is a social-ecological theory of human development built on 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological systems theory that can be applied across the lifespan 
and specifically describes the influence of race and racism on bidirectional processes of self-
appraisal and external interactions within nested, dynamic ecological contexts for Black 
individuals (Spencer, 2006; Spencer et al., 1997; Swanson et al., 2002). PVEST considers 
individual and within-group differences of lived experiences within social, historical, and 
cultural contexts to explain how such contexts may impact people’s views and behaviors 
around perceived vulnerabilities and stressors, as well as people’s strategies and resources for 
coping and problem solving during transitional life stages in ways that can evolve into 
adverse outcomes or more resilient outcomes (Spencer et al., 1997; Swanson et al., 2002). 
Spencer et al. (1997) cited Lewis asserting that these processes help organize “moment-to-
moment” choices, behaviors, and perspectives within the context of adolescents’ 
socioenvironmental factors evolving concurrently with their biological and psychosocial 
development. PVEST provides a framework to examine how these factors influence the 
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navigation of stressful life events and how repeat experiences, patterns of self-appraisal, and 
navigation through these experiences can stabilize identities and situational life outcomes 
(Spencer et al., 1997). 
There are five components – stages – of the PVEST model of self-organization in 
context, including net vulnerability level (which considers risk contributors—such as 
discrimination and racism—and protective factors), engagement with net stress (which 
considers challenges and social supports), reactive coping strategies (which can be 
maladaptive or adaptive), emergent identities (which can be negative or positive), and life-
stage coping outcomes (which can be unproductive or productive; Spencer, 2006; Spencer et 
al., 1997; Swanson et al., 2002; see Figure 1). Key concepts important to PVEST are the 
dynamic, bi-directional process of self-appraisal and perception of risks associated with lived 
experiences based on one’s appraisal of one’s own race, sex, and socioeconomic status, 
among other factors between each stage of the model (Spencer et al., 1997). PVEST has been 
used as a framework to explicate how the act of storytelling can be used as an adaptive 
coping method to help underrepresented youth navigate oppression (Pender, 2020). 
Future research building off my study could examine if, how, and where the act of 
engaging in storytelling fits as part of the PVEST framework regarding the components, 
concepts, and stages. For example, is storytelling engaged operationally as a reactive coping 
mechanism for participants (is storytelling coping in of itself) or is it the means by which 
coping is activated after engaging with a stress? Does it operate as a means of self-appraisal 
or trigger for the process of self-appraisal, and at what points? If storytelling is operating as 
an adaptive coping mechanism, how can we discern the resulting emergent identities? 
PVEST could also serves as a guiding framework to construct parts of the study’s 
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methodological elements, including (a) naming the stress anchoring the stories of concern to 
this study—racial tension on campus; (b) informing interview questions to allow for any 
emergent connections to self-appraisal process, stress engagement, coping, and identity 
development; and (c) contributing to the critical reflection in the discussion by providing a 
reference point of language against which to compare any outcomes of intragroup 
storytelling expressed by participants. 
The arc of history demonstrates that times of heightened racial tension are simply 
epochs within an enduring system through which generations of Black and other minoritized 
groups persist. This study opens the door to consider how storytelling may be experienced 
beyond times of heightened racial tension by focusing on the everyday ways Black students 
and personnel engage in the exchange of racial experiences at an HWCU. Future studies 
should explore how storytelling may play into long-term identity development and stable 
coping reaction strategies within the PVEST model with longitudinal case studies of Black 
students and personnel at HWCUs. Storytelling as a help-seeking and help-accepting 
adaptive coping mechanism is a skill that can be taught—perhaps through the act of 
storytelling itself. Understanding the conditions under which everyday storytelling, as well as 
storytelling as a direct response to widespread racial trauma, can positively impact the egos 
of Black students and personnel will be important to translating an abstract understanding of 
storytelling to practical approaches that can deepen mentoring relationships and other 
networks of support for Black students and personnel at HWCUs. 
Though more intentional storytelling practices hold promise for increasing Black 
students’ and personnel’s sense of support and validation at HWCUs and could help 
strengthen their resolve for persistence, storytelling as a coping mechanism does not fix the 
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deleterious impacts of racism and inequity with which Black individuals are coping. It 
remains paramount that HWCUs take responsibility for addressing systemic racism within 
their policies and practices to improve the experiences of Black students and personnel. It is 
also critical that leaders of Black organizations and groups on campus create a culture where 
all Black students and personnel feel safe with their stories. This study indicated that some 
Black-controlled spaces may replicate the exclusionary practices and power dynamics of 
majoritarian spaces in ways that compound a sense of isolation for Black individuals at 
HWCUs. I echo the sentiments of Denise Chapman (A), who said in her focus group that 
where we can, we must “lift each other up.” The focus of this study precluded an exploration 
of power dynamics of Black organizations at HWCUs. Future research could explore this 
phenomenon by examining the ways stories about racial incidences are shared and controlled 
in these spaces and to what effect on individual coping. 
This study allowed me insight into the ways storytelling has impacted my own 
meaning-making process on racial issues across my time as a student, instructor, and 
administrator at an HWCU. In listening to the participants, I recalled how I reached out to my 
Black friends, faculty, and program directors to sort through various feelings and experiences 
related to my positionality at the university. The exchange of stories with these individuals 
yielded several meaningful mentoring relationships and friendships that advanced my own 
sense of self and direction in life. The participants in this study helped to widen my 
understanding beyond my personal experience of how stories and storytelling operate to 
carry a multipoint network of Black individuals at an HWCU. It is my hope that this study 
will serve as a testament for the modern value of this timeless cultural practice. May it 
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promote renewed curiosity, attention, and inquiry about the capacity of storytelling to carry 
current generations with souls intact over the river and through the ivory tower.  
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APPENDIX: FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL  
  
 
Note: Prior to beginning the focus group, email a copy of the main focus group questions to 
each participant as well as the confidentiality agreement. Ensure all consent forms and 
confidentiality agreements have been signed and returned via email. Ask in advance for 
participants to consider engaging with video on, as facial expressions and body language 
may provide important indicators of meaning and meaning making for individual 
participants and the collective participants in the focus group. Note that though participation 
with video on is preferred for this reason, they are welcome to participate with video off. 
Part 1: Introduction and Information About the Focus Group Process 
*Welcome participants to the Zoom focus group and invite them to get comfortable in a 
place they feel will mitigate interruptions. Note participant attendance on focus group 
notes. 
Welcome! Thank you for attending today and participating in this virtual focus 
group. You’re here to participate in a research study. This study seeks insight into 
storytelling experiences with the racial tensions on campus with between Black students, 
faculty and administrators. Specifically, this study is about storytelling among Black 
people—and the recounting of events or circumstances—related to racial issues on campus. 
*All participants should have signed and returned the consent form. Thank participants 
again for singing it and ask if there are any questions about it. 
This focus group will be part of my doctoral dissertation exploring the experience 
of intragroup storytelling among and between Black students and personnel during a time of 
racial tension at an HWCU—a historically White college or university. Intragroup means 
within—so, among other Black people. For the purposes of this study, I am particularly 
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interested in how and what you have shared, why you have shared, and with whom you have 
shared. 
I’ve developed a set of questions to guide this discussion and will provide time for 
you to ask any clarifying questions. Before we begin, here are some tips that will help make 
our discussion today run smoothly. 
First, there are no right or wrong answers. You are the expert on your experience. My 
cofacilitator and I are here to listen and learn from you. We want you to feel comfortable 
sharing your honest recount of events, as well as your feelings about those events as you 
shared your story with others and now with this group. We will take turns sharing our 
individual recounting of storytelling experiences and then invite questions and comments 
after each person shares, followed by group discussion and exchange, so that we 
can strive keep to the timeline of no more than 2 hours. Everything and anything you’d like 
to share is valuable. 
Regarding confidentiality: I promise that I will not share your name in any reports 
about this project. I encourage you to use a pseudonym for the purposes of this research. We 
can record your pseudonym—which you may choose—at the conclusion of this 
discussion. Thank you all also for signing the confidentiality agreement. It is 
important that what is said here will stay here and will only be shared among each other 
and within the reports about this project to prevent any potential breach of confidentiality, or 
distress or embarrassment that may be generated from this discussion. There is a chance you 
could know some of the participants. Again, I encourage you to partner with me in keeping 
the study participants anonymous. 
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It is important to me that I check with you on the accuracy of my notes and initial 
findings. You will have an opportunity to review the transcript and notes of this focus group 
and make any edits or corrections. You may also be contacted by me for a follow-up 
interview to gain more insight. Like this focus group, participation in the follow-up 
interview is also voluntary. 
*Take a moment to check-in with participants to see if they have any questions. 
I would like to record today’s discussion and have the ability to do so via Zoom. I 
will also be recording the audio on a separate recording device in case the Zoom recording 
does not work. This helps me make sure I don’t miss anything you say or important 
indicators about how you are feeling during the discussion. The notes and recordings will not 
be shared with anyone besides you and me, and will be stored in as password files on a 
password-protected device. At any time if you do not want the recording of the interview to 
continue, we can turn off the recorder. 
I want to remind you that this is a research project and to make sure you understand 
your rights as a participant in this study. Most important for you to know is that you can 
choose whether to answer any of the questions I ask. Participation is voluntary. In no way 
will responses have an impact upon your receipt of services or support from any program at 
Maya U. You can choose to exit the survey at any time. 
*Take a moment and ask participants if they understand their rights as a research 
participant. 
Finally, by staying and participating, you are showing that you understand why you 
are here and that you agree to participate in the study. 
*Ask participant: Do you have any final questions before we proceed? 
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Part 2: Pre-discussion Screening Questions 
* Before asking the first question in the focus group guide, ensure you have obtained 
demographic information from the participants. This information should be recorded 
within the focus group notes. 
For students: Year in school, major, hometown, first generation or transfer student status, 
gender identity 
For administrators: Years in the field, years at Maya U, credentials, broad description of role 
on campus, gender identity. 
For faculty: Years at Maya U, faculty appointment status, gender identity 
*Less information is asked of administrators and faculty due to low numbers and desire not 
to expose the identity of participants* 
* Thank participant for answering questions. Proceed to questions indicated in 
the focus group guide. 
Part 3: The Focus Group Discussion 
Instructions 
The questions below are intended to be a guide to the focus group discussion. The 
goal is to capture participants’ memories of sharing an experience related to the racial tension 
on campus with another Black student, faculty or administrator on campus. Of importance is 
to understand their view of the racial tension on campus, their view of what storytelling is, 
why they told the story, the characters involved in the story, who they told the story to, and 
what happened after they told the story in terms of their thoughts or other external outcomes 
(events, further dialogue, etc.). These questions are a guide. The focus group should be 
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driven by the participant based on what he wants to share. The focus group should last for no 
more than two hours. 
*At this point, TURN ON THE RECORDING after notifying participants. 
Note to Participants: We will invite each of you to share individually in order of 
volunteers. We will first ask you to share a story about how you have shared a story about an 
experience related to the elevated racial tension on campus. Then, after you have shared this 
story, we will ask you what happened after you shared your story with that person. After you 
have been given time to share, we will invite the group to ask you follow-up questions and 
share any comments for a few minutes before moving on to the next participant. We ask that 
you try to keep your individual story around 5 minutes. We will try to keep follow-up 
questions to about 5 minutes as well. 
1. Recall a time you shared an experience, or your feelings related to the elevated 
racial tension on campus in recent years with another Black person or persons. 
Recount what you shared and with whom, including any relevant contexts such as 
how you were feeling, any events that influenced the story, where, when and how 
you shared your story. 
 
2. What happened after you shared this story—either immediately following or 
across time—that is directly related to your telling of the story? This could be 
about your own thoughts, interactions, or events that stemmed from you telling 
the story. 
 
After all participants have shared, invite the group to respond collectively to the 
following questions: 
1. What stood out to you from this discussion? 
 
2. What do you want people to know about storytelling during times of racial tension 
between Black people across different roles at HWCUs? 
 
3. Is there anything else you would like to share? 
 
END OF INTERVIEW 
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*Thank participants for participating in the focus group. 
* Inform participants that they will be contacted to review the transcript and notes of the 
focus group and that they may be asked for a follow-up interview to gain more insight into 
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